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By Mike Coughlan
Haurax Crry LocaL

Sit around any staff room for |
awhile and you'll soon hear similar
comments.

“The kids are wired today.”

“Ican't get Johnny' to sit still for
twoseconds. He's allovermy room.”

“Some days 'Saily Se£ms 50 out
of it, nothing seems to sink in. Then
+ onotherdays shej Justseems o breeze
right through her work: 1 don’t un-
derstand.” -

“Just Iook at this notebook. It's a
mess. Why can't he kecp his notes
organized?” .

‘Anyone in the teaching profes-
sion can recognize some of the eve-
tyd_ay.ﬁusnuons ofteaching today’s
children in these comments. Al-

Ough there are a great many well

anized, focused, motivated chil-
~—dren within our schools today, alarge

amount of teachers’ time and energy
often goes into’ those students who
are not. Many of our senior teaching
_colleagues suggest that the. number
.of d:sorguuzcd unfocused and eas-
ily distracted young people is grow-
ing; that “kids: a_.re‘dlffqrcm today”,
Volumes of educational journals are
occupied with studies on motivation,
learning disabilities, students “at-
risk", attention deficit disorders, vio-
lence in the schools and so on. Many
theories are advanced and -various
aspects of our culture today are
blamed. Ev:dence is mounnng that
-one important cantributing factor to
this wide range of problems in our
classrooms: today may in fact be the
physical cnvir_ohm:nt_in’ which we
are working: .- .
The mcn:asmgly pervasive use of
scented products may be part of the
problém. In an asticle published in
Progress in Neurobiology, (Vol. 33,

1989) Tyler Lorig reponted on the use .

ior double-blind testing procedures to

quality is more tha

ohi

n a health and safety issue

ohnny can’t concentrate

méasure dn.ngu in-human EEG pat-
tems while subjects were exposed to &
synthetic compound commonly found
in many seented commercial products.
De.spu:exposum levelstoo low forthe
students to smel] duringthe tests, Lorig
reported, “these- expcnmcnts demon-
strate that undetected odors may pro-
duce a vasiety of centra.i Nervous sys-
tem and behawoural effccrs such zs
mu'ca.smg amusa] and producing dis-
traction” (Lorig, 1989). -According to,
the US FDA, fragrances cause 30 per
centof all allergic reactions, and when
exposed to perfumes, more than 70 per
cent of asthmatics will develop respi-
ratory symptoms. (The Healthy School

Handbook, 1995, p. 70).

Recent studies seem to indicate that
€xposure to even relatively low con-
centrations of certain indoor air pollut-
ants, referred to as volatile organic
compounds (VOCs), can result in an
alteration of brain function. In 2n arti-
cle entitled, “Alterations in Cognitive =

.and Psychological Functioning after

Organic Solvent Exposuré™ (iris Bell
Biological Psychialry, 1992), a team
of doctors at the Départment of Psy-
chiatry, University of Pittsburgh School
of Medicine reported significant im-
pairment could be demonstrated on
tests measuring leaming and memory,
visual spatial, attention, and mental
flexibility and psyc.humolor speed to
subjects exposed to even low levels of
VOCs. The chemical compounds in
this case were those commonly found
in paints, varnishes, glues, dyes and

; clnarung agents used in the manufac-

ture of | plastics and textiles, This study
also indicated & connection bctwecn

. exposure to these compounds and

“clinically significant levels of depres-
sion, anxjety, somatic concerns (head-
l.cb:.s) and disturbances i in thinking.”

Other résearch produced similar

ﬁndmgs (Bell,etal,, 1992), Exposures
wlow levels of chemicals and moulds
“affect people’s ability to reason, or-
Banize and ccnoenm'm:mwagmw-
ing body of evidence that’ many com-
-mon “household™ chemicals and
scented products affect the limbie struc-
tures of the brain. Bell and others sug-
gest thax. "ex!mrnely low levels of en-
v:ronmcnta] chemicals below “con-
scious awareness may have a signifi-
.cant impact onthe behaviour of. nor-
mal humans, especially on arousal lev-
els and anenfion.” Bell further sug-
gests “The occurrence. of atientional
deficits inchemically seasitive patients
is consistent with the known-
neurcanatomical links between the ol-
factory system and frontal cortex.”
Other areas of the brain involved with
memory may also be affacted.
Although many of the studies
quoted focused on patients diagnosed
with multiple chemical sensitivity or
industrial workers exp-ascd to higher
dases of chemicals, there are indica-
tions tha.t the problem of chemical sen-
smv:ty affects us-all, American Envi.
l'onmcnlal Protection Agency surveys

. of office workers found thd approxi-
mmlyonc-mu'dconsn&redﬁwmlvcs *

especnallysensmve toindoor air pol-
Iytants. Ina study .of-more than 640
co!legc students, two-thirds reported
feeling ill whenever they smell one or
more such common chemical pollut-
ants as car exhaust, pesticide, new car-

pet, paintand perfume. (Bell e al 1992).
Overonc-qumaomwscstudemsmtcd
atleast thres of these ascausing illness,
In & recent lecture in Halifax, Dr.
Gerald Ross, of the Environmental
Health Centre in Dallas, Texas, siated
that upwards of one-third of the us
Population repors a heightened re-
Sponse to some chemicals. He also:
referred w0 @ recent study of office

workers in a so-called “sick building”

in the US, Cognitive function and
memory testing done on the building
ccupants revealed that most of those
workers who reported SYympIoms asso-
ciated with “sick building syndrome"

demonstrated some degres of mental
unpmmenr.\onthetests Most chilling,
however, was the finding that approxi-
mately one-third of those building oc-
cupants who reported no ill affects
from working in thebuilding also dem-
onstrated some degree of mental im:
pairment on the tests. They were af-
fected, but did not know it. *

It:ssobmngmrcahzethuthcsc'

“difficulties may be more mdcsp:ud

and prevalentin ourschool populauom .

then one might think. “Safe’ exposure
levels"” established as guidslines for
the safe use of many mdustna.] clean-
ing products.or as measures of f accept-
able mdo-or air quality assume he.alrhy
adult, male subjects. We do not know
what long-term low level exposures to
these éub'stances are ddi ng ld our c!u]
dren,

Over the past 50 years, mon-. and

morechemicals have : found thcu- way .

into our c!assmoms Smdems and

teachers seam to be mcreasmgly ‘

coated:with a wide aftay of scented:
gels, sprays, €olognes ‘and deodor-

ants. Our clothes are laundered in

perfumed detergents and dried with

scented anti-static sheets. The use of
scented hand creams to colnteract

the effects of hot, dry classroom air

is commonplace. So;s the pracuceof

frequentcleaning of student dcsklops

with strong d:smfecmm sprays while

school is in session,

Where once teachers and studcms
worked with graphite pcnc:ls. pcns
and chalk, now we see pcrfum:.d cray-
ons and erasers, markers of various
hues and aromas, and botiles of



“white out”. Tbeiue:euedueedfm g

,m\im ga nmen .
wchnology, ‘3‘“ v&e Y. nance eXpendmn'es may merely re-

of our sétiools were “Built, has -also
created potemlally unsafe smxauons
from an eavironmental health per-
spective. School offices arc now
crammed with copy machines, lami-
nators and computer equipment that
are known to give off toxic substances
while in use, but for which no vent-
ing is provided.
_ In an effort to increase the ap-
pearance of cleantiness in our schools

and improve the lot of the custodi- -

ans, mop oils, spray buffers and other
strong cleaning products are used.
often while school is still in session.
The floors in many classrooms and
libraries are covered with sturdy syn-
thetic carpets able to withstand years,
of hard use. These materials gas off a
wide range of harmful chemicals such
as formaldehyde when new, and act
as effective dirt sumps harbouring
years ‘of accumulated grime and
mould when old. A
In many schools, increasing stu-
dent numbers have pushed financially
strapped school boards to install
classrooms, music rooms, computer
{abs, resource and guidance offices
. and-teacher work spaces in areas of
school buildings never intended for
such uses.  Poorly ventilated base-
ments and even closets are often uti-
lized'for sueh purposes  School staff
and smdents work innewly earpeted
and renovated areas, 6r nearstorage
areas-for. clcamng products where,
Iinle:.pxpvisxotr ‘has-been-made-for
fresh’ i, htfartoo many cases these
ovauons anfd Tepais, ofteninvolv-
ing the! appliea‘hon of | pamt and the
‘'use of strofg’s adhesives” or ‘caulking
compounds, %ire camied ‘out during

schodt hours or too close tothe com-  cjal education instructors and con-

. sultants upon those students who do

meneernem ofischool sessions o al-

“low sufﬁenent time for the. harmful
chemichl emissions from such work
to dissipate. '

Savings' mde on school boyrd
budgets by’ ‘carving away mainte-

sult in eostly increases in medxcal
expenses Unhealthy work enmn-
ments fead t0] absenteexsm. Toss of
prdduc'nvxiy dnd escalating costs for

* substitute teachers. A significant

numberoneacmggptofesswnalsand
malmenanoe ‘'staff arc seeking the
services of the Envnronmemal Health
Clinic. Indeed, teachers follow
closely behmd‘nurses in the ranks of
Environmental Health Clinic- pa-
tients. 'I'he -accumulated effects of
mouldy, leak& buildings, strong and
potentially *hdfmful industrial-
strength cleaning products; and un-
safe mmnten’énce practices seem 10

have taken ‘theif toll on teachmg pro-’

fessionals in t!us province.

As educalors we also need to be °

concerned about thepctemially harm-
ful effects orindoorair contaminants
and their possible impact upon learn-
ing. Studies demonstrating impair-
mentof problem-solving ability, con-
centration and memory as a result of
exposure to low levels of substances
commonly found in indoor air may
provide another perspective on some
of the challenges facing teachers in
our classrooms today.
Short attention span and an in-
,ability to concentrale are serious
problems. The numbers of our sw-
dents who are diagnosed with ADD
and ADD with H seem to'be grow-
ing. Volumes of educational jour-
nals are occupied with studies on
motivation, learning disabilities, stu-
dents “at-risk™, and attention deficit
disorders. A great deal of our human
and monetary resources are expended
in the form of resource programs,
"speech and language therapists, spe-

not readily learn’ academic skills or
content because they are confused,
distrected or overly active. There are

few cllssrooms which do not contain -
potentially disruptive stidents. Vio-
lencein in our school yards has become

‘a major concern. A great deal of time

and energy is expended by class-
room teachers and -school adrmms-
trators auempung to deal with dis-
ruptive behavioar in our schools. The
studies ‘cited.and many others seem -
to indicate that the areas of the hu-
man brain ‘responsible’ for learnmg
and emouonal response are ta.rgeted
by chemicals commonly found’ in
cleamag agenxs And scented: prod-
ucts: Perhaps the fog pmdueed by
the chémical soup in which we are
requu-mg them-to learn hasapatio

_play in amplifying these smdems
* difficulties. -

~The explanation of chemical sen-
sitivity should not-be considered
some “silver-bullet” for. exorcising
the:demon of violence in our schools
or solving learning difficulties con-
nected to hyperactivity or ADD.
However, this broader perspective
on the factors impacting upon the
leamner-really is in keeping with the
philosophy of our education system
which strives to meet the needs’of
the whole child. The leamer’s envj-
ronment should be part of the total
vision encompassing efforis'to edu-
cate our children. As such, we need
to pay close attention to the wsue of
indoor air quality in our schools It is
not only-an issue of ij ‘safety. for

‘those ‘working in"our schools, or &

health concern fgr our children. Itis
a piece of the puzzle which has gone
largely ignored in the struggleto solve
some of the more pressing problen':s
facing our schools today.
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