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BACKGROUND 
 

Schools are four times as densely occupied as commercial office spaces; and children are not 
known for neatness.  More children have asthma and allergies than ever before, and constant foot 
traffic stirs up dust and tracks in mud and debris.  Schools often schedule cleaning during after 
hours.  Yet, some over-crowded schools have adopted split sessions, some provide breakfasts, 
after school programs, sports activities, and summer school sessions.  Some school buildings and 
grounds have become “centers of community”  and are used for evening and weekend programs.  
The bottom line: schools have more users, for more hours than ever before.   
 
Cleaning products commonly used by schools and other institutions, including Chicago Public 
Schools (CPS) contain toxic chemicals.  Yet many “safer”  alternatives are available and school 
districts across the country as well as other institutions are beginning to adopt “green cleaning 
programs” .  By adopting a green cleaning program, CPS can reduce exposure to students and 
staff.  This is of particular importance because children are more susceptible to environmental 
exposures that can lead to significant health damages.  
 
A wide variety of toxic or hazardous products are routinely used for cleaning.  School occupants 
can be unnecessarily exposed to toxic chemicals if a product is freshly applied or misapplied 
during class, mixed improperly (some common cleaning products can produce noxious odors or 
even poisonous gases when mixed together) or used in an undiluted state, stored in an 
unventilated hall closet, or leaves a heavy residue on surfaces. 
 
Industrial strength cleaning products and room deodorizers can add to indoor air pollution.  
These products can be risky to use around children, especially those with asthma or other 
sensitivities, hazardous to the custodians who handle them directly, or they can present schools 
with special handling and disposal costs.  Because asthma is the leading cause of school 
absenteeism due to a chronic condition and because Chicago has the highest asthma mortality 
rates in the country, ensuring that schools have good indoor air quality should be a top priority.  
Cleaning is a low-cost health intervention strategy that can address this.  While schools should be 
cleaned more frequently and more effectively, the cleaning itself should not contribute to the 
problem. 
 
The technology of the cleaning industry has made remarkable advances with newer technologies 
that perform effectively, reduce health and environmental impacts, and are cost competitive 
compared with conventional products, and it is senseless to keep using environmentally harmful 
and/or toxic substances to clean schools when safer and more responsible alternatives exist.  
Through the use of environmentally preferable cleaning products and appropriate staff training, 
green cleaning aims to create healthier school environments for children and reduce staff 
exposure to toxins.  Several school districts have already embraced green cleaning.  The 
Pittsburgh Public Schools have addressed hazardous cleaning products and the Los Angeles 
Unified School District, a district larger than CPS, is in discussion with green cleaning experts.  
In 2001, Cleveland received a large grant to green its schools.  In Pittsburgh, five local 
universities spearheaded similar projects. 
 



The Healthy Schools Campaign has been working with CPS to develop a green cleaning 
program.  CPS convened a Taskforce to oversee the program in March 2003.  This program will 
raise public awareness about the health and educational benefits of green cleaning and produce 
policy recommendations to the CPS Board.  One of the first steps in the program was to conduct 
pilot projects that would document what was being used to clean the schools and to determine 
the feasibility of transitioning to green cleaning.  From October 2003 to January 2004, pilot 
projects were conducted in ten schools: Addams, Carson, Crane, Cuffe, Earhart, Mason, Peck, 
Peterson, Simeon, and Songhai.  Each of the schools were matched with a vendor that provided a 
green cleaning product or equipment for staff to test.  (See Appendices A and B).  The Taskforce 
adopted four nationally recognized standards to guide product selection and cleaning protocol.   
 
The results of the pilot projects will inform the Taskforce and help them develop green cleaning 
recommendations to the Board of Education.  The following is a report that summarizes the 
findings from the pilot projects. 



RESULTS—SUMMARY 
 
1) Cleaning chemicals were being used that placed students, staff, and custodians at 

unnecessary r isk.   
2) Nationally recognized standards exist that make it easy to identify Green Cleaning 

chemicals and equipment.   
3) Green Cleaning products are widely available – they per form well and are cost 

competitive. 
4) Specific steps were important for  a smooth implementation. 
5) Training is a cr itical issue in success (and perhaps the single most important issue). 
6) Training from vendors var ied widely, but potentially represented an enormous asset. 
 
 

RESULTS—DETAILS 
 
1) CLEANING CHEMICALS WERE BEING USED THAT PLACED STUDENTS, 
STAFF, AND CUSTODIANS AT UNNECESSARY RISK.   
 
At each of the pilot schools, a chemical inventory was conducted to evaluate the chemicals 
currently being used.  In each of the schools, compounds were found that while they were all 
“ legal” , contained ingredients that could place children at unnecessary risk of harm if used 
improperly, through exposure to VOCs due to evaporation, residues, etc.   
 
These findings were not surprising as the cleaning chemicals being used are “ traditional”  
products that are frequently found in schools all across the country, as well as industrial and 
other sites.  CPS should anticipate finding products with similar issues in all schools, and not just 
limited to the pilot schools.  See Appendix C. 
 
2) NATIONALLY RECOGNIZED STANDARDS EXIST THAT MAKE IT EASY TO 
IDENTIFY GREEN CLEANING CHEMICALS AND EQUIPMENT.   
 
The pilot projects successfully demonstrated that standards currently exist in which the product 
requirements could be structured.  This eliminated the need to expend resources developing 
technical specifications and made identification of these products easy for vendors and CPS 
personnel. 
 
Since the beginning of the Green Clean pilot projects, similar standards have been adopted by the 
City of Chicago for their new “green”  buildings, the US Green Building Council for their LEED 
for Existing Buildings Rating System, the Collaborative for High Performance Schools, and 
others. 
 
Those Standards include: 

·  Green Seal GS-37 Standard for Industrial & Institutional Cleaners 
·  Carpet & Rug Institute’s Green Label Program for vacuum cleaners 
·  US EPA’s Comprehensive Procurement Guidelines for custodial paper products 



·  American Society for Testing and Materials’  E1971-98 Standard Guide for Stewardship 
for Cleaning 

See Appendix D. 
 
3) GREEN CLEANING PRODUCTS ARE WIDELY AVAILABLE – THEY PERFORM 
WELL AND ARE COST COMPETITIVE. 
 
CPS vendors were able to readily find products meeting the “Green Clean”  guidelines for 
chemicals, custodial paper products, and equipment.  Performance was repeatedly reported to be 
as good, if not superior to the traditional products being used at the pilot schools.  Furthermore, 
by adopting nationally recognized standards, competition among the various vendors and their 
suppliers resulted in these products being very cost competitive.  In fact, after they received 
Green Seal certification of their products, Rochester Midland Corporation, 3M, and Johnson 
Wax Professional did not change their manufacturer list price.  The prices of their green products 
remained the same as when these products were not green.  These guidelines posed no barrier to 
the implementation of the pilot programs, nor its further roll-out within CPS.  See Appendix E. 
 
Additionally, vendors repeatedly demonstrated a significant amount of ingenuity by expanding 
their “green”  offering beyond just the categories outlined in the pilot program including: 

·  Floor and self-contained restroom cleaning equipment which improved cleanliness, while 
offering other benefits such as reduced labor requirements and water consumption 

·  Micro-fiber cleaning and dusting cloths, along with micro-fiber flat mops which improve 
cleaning often without the need for chemicals, and which have improved cleaning 
performance (i.e. the ability to capture and remove fine dust particles which can be 
asthma triggers) when compared to traditional alternatives 

·  Entry way matting systems that capture dust, dirt, and particles at the entrances to reduce 
the amount of cleaning necessary throughout the school 

 
4) SPECIFIC STEPS WERE IMPORTANT FOR A SMOOTH IMPLEMENTATION. 
 
Because all vendors participated voluntarily, we can assume that this demonstrated a sincere and 
genuine interest in the success of the pilot project in which they were involved.  However, it was 
clear that some pilot schools accomplished more than others.   
 
It appears that the success of the pilot typically related to the planning and upfront effort to 
generate “buy-in”  from the various groups affected by the pilot, including custodians, custodial 
supervisors, building engineers, teachers, food service personnel, principals, CPS central staff, 
Local School Council representatives, etc.  This buy-in appeared to be essential to the success of 
the pilot, and it should be noted is very different in terms of the traditional effort on the part of a 
vendor to just “sell product”  especially at a time when budgets are tightening and pressure is 
simply placed on efforts to reduce first-costs for existing products, as compared to a strategy that 
would evaluate an entire program to find opportunities to change processes and reduce costs, as 
well as health and environmental impacts. 
 
Developing a clear process for implementation along with a mechanism for auditing progress 
would be valuable to the further and efficient roll-out of the project throughout CPS. 



 
5) TRAINING IS A CRITICAL ISSUE IN SUCCESS (AND PERHAPS THE SINGLE 
MOST IMPORTANT ISSUE). 
 
The level of cleanliness varied significantly among the pilot school participants.  Some of this 
can be attributed to a number of factors such as the age of the building, its general state of 
repair/disrepair, custodial staffing levels, etc.  However, the pilot projects also indicated a 
significant disparity in the knowledge of the custodial staff and the amount and quality of their 
training. 
 
This disparity in custodial training also existed within the “management”  ranks of the schools 
where a clear need was identified to provide custodial “management”  training to principals and 
building engineers who are typically responsible for custodial activities, but who often have little 
knowledge of the actual requirements to maintain a clean and healthy school. 
 
The pilot projects identified that training is important on a number of levels, including: 

·  Efficient cleaning procedures for custodians 
·  Management of custodial staff including staff management, workloading, staff 

scheduling, etc. 
·  General training on building operations 

 
6) TRAINING FROM VENDORS VARIED WIDELY, BUT POTENTIALLY 
REPRESENTED AN ENORMOUS ASSET. 
 
All vendors were able to find appropriate products and equipment to meet the specifications for 
the Green Clean pilot projects, but their ability and willingness to invest time and resources into 
training custodians varied significantly.  It is important to point out that training appears to be an 
essential ingredient when aiming to a clean and healthy school. 
 
The pilot projects demonstrated that some CPS vendors have an enormous capacity and level of 
capability to provide high quality training.  Considering the number of schools, vendor support 
and training can be an enormously valuable resource to improving the cleanliness and health 
within CPS.  However, for this to become more systematic, CPS may need to reconsider its 
purchasing strategy from lowest first-cost to “best-value”  to address these important needs. 
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Pilot Project Schools 
 
School Address Phone (773) Type Distr ibutor  for  Project 
ADDAMS 10810 S. Avenue H 535.6210 Elementary KMI Supplies 
CARSON 5516 S. Maplewood Ave. 535.9222 Elementary United Supply 
CRANE 2245 W. Jackson Blvd. 534.7550 High Mayfair Supply 
CUFFE 1540 W. 84th St. 535.2660 Elementary State Chemical 
EARHART 1710 E. 93rd St. 535.6416 Elementary Unisource-Jefco 
MASON 4217 W. 18th St. 534.1530 Elementary Mayfair Supply 
PECK 3826 W. 58th St. 535.2450 Elementary PCS Industries 
PETERSON 5510 N. Christiana Ave. 534.5070 Elementary L.M. Brownsey 
SIMEON 8235 S. Vincennes Ave. 535.3200 High KMI Supplies 
SONGHAI 11725 S. Perry Ave. 535.5547 Elementary 1.2.3. Training Systems 

 



Distr ibutors for  Pilot Project Schools 
 
Distr ibutor  for  Project Address Phone School(s) 
KMI SUPPLIES 160 Stanley St. 

Elk Grove Village, IL  60007 
847.228.8300 Addams 

Simeon 
L.M. BROWNSEY 5544 N. Western Ave. 

Chicago, IL  60625 
773.769.4000 Peterson 

MAYFAIR SUPPLY 900 Morse Ave. 
Elk Grove Village, IL  60007 

847.631.0300 Crane 
Mason 

PCS INDUSTRIES 4707 W. 138th St. 
Crestwood, IL  60445 

708.371.9140 Peck 

1.2.3 TRAINING SYSTEMS P.O. Box 1868 
Bloomington, IL  61702 

309.663.5123 Songhai 

STATE CHEMICAL 10813 S. McVicker 
Chicago Ridge, IL  60415 

708.425.7304 Cuffe 

UNISOURCE-JEFCO 2650 B. Bradley Pl. 
Chicago, IL  60618 

773.267.9000 Earhart 

UNITED SUPPLY 3622 S. Morgan 
Chicago, IL  60609 

312.446.6925 Carson 

 



The following is a brief list to illustrate some of the products identified in the chemical 
inventories at the pilot project schools: 
 
Product 
School 

Hazardous 
Ingredient(s) 

Health and/or Environmental Concerns1 

2-Butoxyethanol A very commonly used traditional solvent that can 
be absorbed through the skin and is suspected to 
attack major body systems including the blood, 
kidney, liver, and reproduction. 

Methyl, Ethyl and 
Isopropyl Alcohol 

Traditional solvents used in glass cleaners because 
they remove greasy fingerprints and evaporate 
quickly.  They are however, respiratory irritants, 
suspected to attack the kidneys, nervous, 
reproductive and gastrointestinal systems, and some 
alcohols are poisonous if ingested and toxic to 
aquatic life once it enters the environment. 

Glass Cleaners 
Simeon 

Ammonia  
(Ammonium 
Hydroxide) 

A rather “old-fashioned”  cleaning ingredient that is a 
respiratory irritant, suspected to attack the nervous, 
reproductive and gastrointestinal systems, plus when 
inadvertently mixed with other commonly used 
traditional cleaning products containing chlorine, 
will produce a deadly gas. 

Bleach 
Earhart 

Sodium 
Hypochlorite 

Used commonly as a sanitizer and for removing 
mold and mildew stains, this product will burn eyes 
and skin, is a respiratory irritant, damages carpets 
and other building finishes, and if inadvertently 
mixed with ammonia, will produce a deadly gas. 

Perchloroethylene This ingredient is extremely hazardous.  It is a 
known carcinogen, suspected to be a reproductive 
and developmental toxin, and attacks major body 
organs. 

Metal Polish 
(Sheila Shine) 
Carson 

Xylene This ingredient is considered to be a developmental, 
reproductive and respiratory toxin, and attacks the 
nervous, gastrointestinal and immune systems. 

Cocomide DEA One of the earliest naturally derived detergents.  
Unfortunately, the DEA portion results in an 
ingredient that is a suspected carcinogen. 

All Purpose 
Cleaner 
Cuffe 
Peterson Alcohol Ethoxylate A very common surfactant used in cleaning 

products, but the ethoxylation process is typically 
contaminated with 1,4 Dioxane which is a known 
carcinogen and suspected to be toxic to blood, liver, 
kidneys, nervous and immune systems. 

Graffiti Remover Dichloromethane This chlorinated solvent is a known carcinogen and 
                                                 

1 Information on health, safety and environmental impacts can be found at:  
http://www.scorecard.org/chemical-profiles/index.tcl 

 



is a suspected toxin to the reproductive, respiratory, 
cardiovascular, endocrine, gastrointestinal, kidney, 
and nervous systems. 

Tetrachloroethylene This chlorinated solvent is a known carcinogen and 
is a suspected toxin to the reproductive, respiratory, 
cardiovascular, endocrine, gastrointestinal, kidney, 
and nervous systems. 

Toluene This solvent is a known developmental toxin, and 
suspected toxin to the reproductive, respiratory, 
cardiovascular, endocrine, gastrointestinal, kidney, 
and nervous systems. 

Mason 

Nonylphenol 
Ethoxylates 

This commonly used, but older surfactant is 
suspected to be an endocrine/hormone modifier. 

2-Butoxyethanol A very commonly used traditional solvent that can 
be absorbed through the skin and is suspected to 
attack major body systems including the blood, 
kidney, liver, and reproduction. 

Methyl, Ethyl and 
Isopropyl Alcohol 

Traditional solvents used in glass cleaners because 
they remove greasy fingerprints and evaporate 
quickly.  They are, however, respiratory irritants, 
suspected to attack the kidneys, nervous, 
reproductive and gastrointestinal systems, and some 
alcohols are poisonous if ingested and toxic to 
aquatic life once it enters the environment. 

Carpet Spot 
Remover 
Mason 

Tetrachloroethylene This chlorinated solvent is a known carcinogen and 
is a suspected toxin to the reproductive, respiratory, 
cardiovascular, endocrine, gastrointestinal, kidney, 
and nervous systems. 

Dibutyl Phthalate This commonly used plasticizer for floor finishes is 
a suspected developmental, endocrine, and 
reproductive toxin. 

Tributoxyethyl 
Phosphate 

This ingredient hydrolyzes to become 2-
Butoxyethanol which can be absorbed through the 
skin and is suspected to attack major body systems 
including the blood, kidney, liver, and reproduction. 

Acrylic Polymer Traditional acrylic polymers use zinc which can be a 
neurotoxin when it enters the environment after 
disposal (stripping floors). 

Floor Finish 

Diethylene Glycol 
Methyl Ether 

This ingredient is suspected to be a toxin to the 
developmental, endocrine, nervous, and 
gastrointestinal systems. 

 



 

 

Institution Name of Standard Type Website 
Green Seal GS-37 

Environmental 
Standard 

Industrial and 
Institutional 
Cleaners 

http://greenseal.org/certproducts.htm#cleaners 
 

Carpet and 
Rug 
Institute 

Green Label 
Program 

Vacuum 
Cleaners 

http://www.carpet-
rug.com/drill_down_2.cfm?page=8&sub=9 

U.S. EPA Comprehensive 
Procurement 
Guidelines 

Janitorial 
Products (i.e. 
recycled content 
for toilet paper, 
paper towels, and 
plastic trash can 
liners) 

http://www.epa.gov/cpg/ 
 

American 
Society for 
Testing 
and 
Materials 

E1971-98 Standard 
Guide for 
Stewardship for 
Cleaning 

Commercial and 
Institutional 
Buildings 

www.astm.org 
 



 
Cost Competitive Chart 
 

  

Johnson 
Diversey - 

Green 
Seal 

Certified 
Cleaners              
-------------
-  Metal-

Free Floor 
Finish 

3M -               
Green 
Seal 

Certified 
Cleaners 

Rochester 
Midland - 

Green Seal 
Certified 
Cleaners              

--------------  
Metal-Free 

Floor 
Finish 

Rochester 
Midland - 

Conventional 
Products 

Franklin - 
Conventional 

Products 

Nyco 
Products - 

Conventional 
Products 

All Purpose $0.18 $0.16 $0.14 $0.18 $0.20 $0.18 
Glass $1.30 $1.18 $0.24 $5.06 $9.00 $5.96 
Restroom $1.72 $3.65 $0.93 $11.40 $11.12 $12.56 
 Cost per gallon of use solution 
 
Floor Finish $23.07   $18.81 $22.84 $22.38 $22.45 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Crane School 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Crane School 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Mark Hands of CPS Operations (right) and Crane School staff 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Darrell Phillips of CPS Operations (center), Principal Melver Scott (seated), and Crane School staff 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A cleaning supply closet with a dilution and dispensing system at Crane School 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Jim Masterson of Mayfair Supply Company (left) and Kim Hall of Rochester Midland at Mason School 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Kim Hall of Rochester Midland explains the health impacts of cleaning to teachers at Mason School. 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A cleaning supply closet with a dilution and dispensing system at Mason School 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Color-coding helps staff determine which mop to use when cleaning different areas of Mason School. 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
A dirty floor before it is cleaned at Songhai School 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A floor in the process of being cleaned after years of neglect at Songhai School 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Principal Linda Langhart cleans a restroom at Songhai School. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Example of a dirty and then cleaned chair at Songhai School 
 
 
 

 


