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Engaging with schools on IAQ following the relaxation 

of COVID-19 restrictions with heightened awareness 

of the importance of environmental factors, and the 

relationship of trust with public health, was timely and 

well-received. During the initial training to school 

leaders in October 2022, there were high levels of 

engagement and recommendations around what was 

needed to overcome barriers seen on the ground.

However, in the final roll-out of training sessions in 

March 2023, engagement was lower than previous 

sessions. Despite the need for improved IAQ, and 

increased awareness, engagement and subsequent 

implementation is therefore low. Possible reasons for 

this are changing priorities for schools to get back to 

business as usual, practical or face to face delivery 

being more appropriate, and competing priorities with 

resourcing challenges. 

To address these barriers, the focus has now moved 

to re-engaging with schools to understand barriers to 

implementation. This will include working with a 

smaller number of schools on a practical face-to-face 

basis to support implementation. We hope to further 

develop the relationship with Health and Safety 

colleagues on the ground to encourage seasonal 

monitoring of key locations to build a bigger picture of 

the situation in North Yorkshire.

We aim to better develop our understanding and 

articulation of the key motivational factors in 

educational settings, using a behavioural insights 

informed approach, to use IAQ as a tool for improving 

on the broad objectives within school settings, 

including educational attainment and attendance.

By identifying and addressing obstacles to bridge the 

gap between awareness and action and ensuring that 

schools prioritise and implement measures to 

improve IAQ, we aim to promote healthier and more 

productive learning environments, capitalising on the 

lessons learned from the COVID-19 pandemic on the 

importance of clean indoor air for all.
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We spend almost all our lives indoors – about 90 per cent (1,2). Unlike 

outdoor air, indoor air is continuously recycled; trapping and building up 

levels of pollutants (3,4). The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the 

importance of Indoor Air Quality (IAQ) for good health and emphasised 

the role buildings and enclosed transport play in the transmission of 

disease (5).

In January 2020, a report and systematic review highlighted the effects 

of indoor pollution on children’s health. Over 80% of the evidence 

showed links between IAQ and children’s respiratory health with 

evidence of increased risk of eczema, dermatitis, greater hyperactivity, 

skin and eye irritations and difficulty sleeping (6). Students spend nearly 

one third of their typical day in the school environment, where they may 

be exposed to harmful air pollutants (or ‘harmful levels of IAQ) (7).

Maintaining good IAQ is vital in schools, where it significantly impacts 

health, well-being, and learning. IAQ influences students' ability to 

concentrate and thrive indoors (6,8,9). Poor IAQ with pollutants, allergens, 

and particulate matter leads to respiratory issues, including disease 

transmission, and reduced cognitive function (5). Insights gained from the 

COVID-19 pandemic further emphasise the importance of improving IAQ 

as part of infection prevention measures.

To improve levels of IAQ, schools in North Yorkshire were provided with 

portable CO2 monitors from the Department for Education during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, with CO2 being a useful proxy measure for IAQ. 

However, local issues were raised in terms of use in practice, 

understanding, and general awareness (7).  

• To improve use of CO2 monitors in North Yorkshire educational 

settings following feedback that they ‘were shoved in a drawer’; 

providing support with interpretation of CO2 readings, including 

understanding the limitations of using CO2 monitors for measuring 

IAQ, whilst highlighting their importance in practice as a proxy 

measure

• To raise awareness of IAQ in Educational settings in North Yorkshire, 

providing practical advice, the benefits of improving IAQ on a range 

of outcomes including reducing disease transmission, improving 

concentration, improving other health-outcomes, and educational 

attainment

• To articulate the challenges and barriers in improving IAQ in 

educational settings alongside the trade-offs of maintaining thermal 

comfort amidst the cost-of-living crisis and a time of sustained 
financial pressures

We undertook a series of training sessions with education leaders across North Yorkshire which included 

raising awareness, understanding immediate barriers, and developing an in-depth training resource with 

take-away produce to be used in settings. With support from North Yorkshire Council’s Health and Safety 

team we were able to understand more practical on-the-ground barriers and deliver hands-on interventions 

in settings via opportunistic routes as part of routine health and safety audits.

In addition, we focused on:

• Gathering feedback from schools and collaborating with health and safety teams, providing valuable 

insights to tailor local training resources.

• Delivering presentations to headteachers and school leaders via existing forums to raise awareness and 

encourage active measures. 

• Developing a comprehensive toolkit of informative resources that enables implementation and in-

classroom action including resources created by CoSchools Tools for Healthy Schools e.g. figure 1 (11)

• Conducting informative webinars for primary and secondary schools, providing achievable IAQ 

improvement approaches.

• Listening to feedback on the barriers faced by settings, including balancing thermal comfort, and cost-of-

living concerns, with adequate ventilation.

• Providing support to settings to answer local questions and signposting of other schemes for support 

including SAMHE, the Schools Air quality Monitoring for Health and Education study (10).

With thanks to the educational settings in North 

Yorkshire who supported initial development of this 

work, and those settings that continued to engage 

throughout the process. Special thanks to our North 

Yorkshire Council Health and Safety colleagues for 
providing on-the-ground expertise. 
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