
School Safety During Construction

Schools focus on protecting and educating our children. 
It’s the mission of educators and it’s what they do best. 
As an employer, the school also has a duty to protect the 
educators and support staff from workplace hazards, 
and sadly, this is one area where many schools struggle. 

This duty is often complicated when outside con-
tractors are brought in to do work in the school. 
Contractors bring new hazards into the work en-
vironment that requires a collaborative effort be-
tween the school board, the school and the con-
tractor. By establishing a partnership between the 
three parties, everyone works to protect 
not only the students, but the educators 
and support staff at the school as well. 
Some of the potential health and safe-
ty hazards in schools may include:                                              
• Dust & debris
• Asbestos & lead
• Chemical exposures (paints, glues, 

varnishes, floor strippers, urethanes 
and roofing materials)

• Diesel exhaust, carbon monoxide
• Noise
• Falling equipment and materials
• Struck-by hazards (vehicles, construction equip-

ment, etc.)
• Disruption of fire suppression systems, alarms or 

obstructed emergency exits.
The conversation on workplace safety must begin in 
the planning phases of any project. Certain work ac-
tivities have to be scheduled around the school year, 
as well as the school day to avoid undue hazards to 
the staff and student body. A site-specific construc-
tion safety plan is an excellent way for contractors 
and school personnel to address potential hazards
These initial discussions that can be addressed in 
the site-specific construction safety plan, should 
include, but are not limited to questions such as:
• What work is to be carried out and where?
• What is the time line of the project? 
• What impact will any delays have on the project 

and for the building occupants?

• How many subcontractors and workers will be on 
the job site?

• What chemicals will be used and what are the po-
tential hazards?

• Will asbestos, lead or other hazardous materi-
als be disturbed during the course of work? If so, 
what protections will be implemented during the 
course of the project?

• What do construction crews need to do to protect 
occupants of the school, as well as themselves, 
from hazards? 

• Will construction traffic and vehicles pose a hazard 
to students and staff?
• What information needs to be pro-
vided to faculty and parents of students?
• What security protocols need to be fol-
lowed by construction crews while on-site?
• What do school personnel need to 
do to protect themselves and con-
struction crews from the hazards?
• Is there any relevant safety and health 
information contractors and school 
personnel need to exchange, such as 

chemical safety data sheets (SDS), emer-
gency action procedures or other information?

• How will construction impact access to emergency 
exits, emergency lighting and functionality of alarm 
and sprinkler systems? What interim measures will 
be needed and how will they be implemented?

• What precautions will the contractors need 
to take to keep students and others out of 
their construction zone, such as fences, sig-
nage, temporary walls and other barriers?

• How will the construction project affect your 
school’s evacuation and shelter-in-place pro-
cedures? You will need to revise your emer-
gency action plan to reflect any modified shel-
ter or assembly areas or other procedures. 

• Be prepared to update the plan frequently through-
out the changing phases of construction. Ensure 
school personnel are kept informed of the changes. 

Public Sector Employers, Including Schools, Are Responsible for Providing A
Safe and Healthful Workplace at All Times...Even During Construction.



Before the project starts and during all phas-
es of construction, the school’s principal should:
• Discuss the contractor’s access/exit re-

quirements from the street, both in gen-
eral and with specific reference to vehicles 
delivering the general contractor’s and the sub-
contractors’ materials, equipment and personnel. 

• Identify and communicate the contractor’s ac-
cess/exit requirements within the buildings.

• Review the contractor’s proposals for the 
use of scaffolding (mobile & fixed), ladders, 
and other access equipment, and any bar-
riers or overhead protection to be used.

• Know what personal protective equipment is re-
quired for anyone entering the construction zone. 
These requirements must be discussed with all staff, 
and appropriate personal protective equipment 
must be provided if school 
employees are permit-
ted to enter the construc-
tion zone for any reason.

• Ensure any hazardous 
chemicals to be used on 
site by the general con-
tractor or any of the sub-
contractors are identified. 
Communicate chemical 
hazards in the school to all 
outside contractors. SDS 
information should be ex-
changed and copies main-
tained in the school office 
for emergency reference. 
Ensure staff are trained on 
the chemicals introduced by the contractors as well.

• Identify the contractor’s plans for any disrup-
tion in plumbing, electrical, telecommunica-
tion, alarm systems, and other operations.

Other duties of the school principal during construction:
• If school management activities must be re-

located, the principal must ensure safe-
ty programs, training records, mandat-
ed postings, and other PEOSH-mandated 
records are maintained and accessible for review. 

• Daily communication with the general contrac-
tors and the subcontractors should be conducted.   
Most construction crews conduct a daily, or at least 
weekly, construction planning meeting with all the 
subcontractors on site. The principal should make 

plans to attend and be engaged in discussions on 
how construction activities will impact school op-
erations and employees’ safety, as well as how to 
protect the building’s occupants from such hazards. 

• Communicate hazards to staff and parents of 
students on a regular basis. Being open and di-
rect is essential to alleviate undue fears and con-
cerns. Encourage staff to express their concerns 
and work with the contractors on site to ensure 
these concerns are addressed in a timely manner. 
Keeping staff members in the loop ensures they 
know efforts are being made to protect them. 

• Remind employees of their duty to report any hazards 
or work-related injuries/illnesses in a timely manner. 

In the end, it’s important to understand, school ad-
ministration personnel cannot be ignorant of the ac-

tivities going on within the walls 
of their schools and on school 
property. You have a duty to pro-
vide a safe and healthful work-
place for your employees at all 
times, even during construction.  
 
If the management of a school has 
any doubt as to the safety aspects 
of any work being carried out by 
the contractor or their sub-con-
tractor, or see any kind of an unsafe 
act or condition, they should ex-
press concerns to the general con-
tractor with a focus on eliminat-
ing the risk. If, after this, there are 
still concerns, the Principal should 

remove staff and students from the area and notify 
the general contractor both verbally and in writing.
The school district’s Safety Manager should be con-
sulted when there is no resolution to a safety problem. 
Public Sector Employers may  call the Public Employ-
ee’s Occupational Safety & Health (PEOSH) Division at 
the Oklahoma Department of Labor at (405) 521-6140 
with questions regarding workplace safety and health. 
You may also wish to call the Federal Occupational Safety 
& Health Administration (OSHA) to report unsafe work 
performed by private contractors at (405) 278-9560.
For more information on workplace safety and health, 
visit our web site at www.labor.ok.gov.
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