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Understanding how polluted your school is - and which parts of the school site are most / least polluted - is an important first step in becoming a cleaner air school.

Here we explain the different options for getting hold of monitoring data, and further down there is guidance on each option. You can do this by either:
· Option 1: Finding it out from your local authority (preferred), 
· Option 2: measuring it yourself using low-cost diffusion tubes. Anyone can do this, but it is important to be aware that you will need several months’ worth of data, and will need to carefully follow guidance on diffusion tube monitoring. 

Note: As pollution levels can fluctuate significantly throughout the year (often lower in summer than in winter for NO2), pollution levels are always given as an annual mean, so you will need a year’s worth of data. 

Option 1: Check if your local authority has been monitoring pollution at your school 

This is the easiest way to find out pollution levels. 

There are two ways to find out.

Ideally, contact your local authority air quality officer and ask them. This is preferable so they can explain it to you, and they may also have some additional information that’s of interest, such as plans for future work at your school. 

Questions you could ask them are:
· What are the annual average NO2 readings for my school for last year (and for previous years if available)?
· Where are the monitoring locations at the school?
· Which is the most polluted part of our school grounds, and how polluted do you think that location is?
· What plans do you have to reduce pollution at our school in the future?

You could ask your local authority officer to send you a graph of the pollution readings like this:
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The alternative is to search on the internet for your local authority’s ‘air quality status report’ (the authority will usually publish the previous year’s data report during mid-summer) for your borough. These reports are quite useful for seeing how pollution levels at different schools in the borough compare.

This table is an extract of data from an air quality status report, showing average NO2 readings each year, with anything above the legal limit (40) highlighted in bold.
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It is important to note:

· Anything above 40 for NO2 is concerning, as that is over the legal limit.
· Note: there are no safe levels for pollution, so even if you are under the legal limit, you should still take action to improve air quality at your school if you can.
· Pollution levels drop off quickly as you move away from the source of pollution (usually the road), so the location of the tubes is important. 
· Ideally there should be at least 3 tubes at your school: 
· one (or more if it borders more roads) at the roadside near the traffic, 
· one in the school grounds near the boundary of the road, and 
· one at either the back (furthest from the road) or middle of the playground.



Option 2: Monitor levels using diffusion tubes, if no data exists
 
Diffusion tubes are small plastic test tubes that contain a material that reacts with NO2 in the air.
 
The tubes cost just under £10 including analysis afterwards, so they are a cheap way to measure NO2, and this method is used by local authorities.
 
We recommend asking your local authority officers to do the monitoring with you, as they have the technical expertise required to ensure you get some robust data.
 
However if you do have to do it yourself, there is detailed guidance on doing your own diffusion tube monitoring in the Mayor of London’s Guide for Monitoring Air Quality. 
 
Notes on monitoring:
Ideally you should monitor for a year, as there is quite a significant variation in pollution levels throughout the year. Each tube measures NO2 for 4 weeks.
 
Once you have the results, you will have to apply a ‘bias factor’ which could make your readings higher or lower, so it is important you follow guidance on applying the Bias factor from Defra for your area. Guidance on this can be found in the Mayor of London’s Guide for Monitoring Air Quality. 
 
Low cost sensors 
 
Some schools have also used low cost sensors, as well as diffusion tube monitoring. 
 
Advantages:
· These monitors are most useful for comparisons e.g. comparing pollution levels on different routes to school, comparing what happens to pollution levels when you open classroom windows.
· They are a useful engagement tool when used as a ‘citizen science’ activity with pupils or parents. People love to see the data from their activity / journey!
· They can be quite accurate for measuring PM2.5 (which refers to particulate matter less than 2.5 micrometres in diameter) which are responsible for the worst health effects from air pollution (but less so far other pollutants). 
· Some sensors allow readings to viewed in real-time and often via an App (as opposed to diffusion tubes which need to be in place for over a month and then sent to the lab). 

Disadvantages:
Most low-cost sensors are not accurate for NO2 readings or PM10.
They will only give you a ‘snapshot’ of what pollution levels are like at that moment, so cannot be used for finding out how polluted your school is as an annual average.
See page 18 onwards in the Mayor of London’s Guide for Monitoring Air Quality for more information about low cost sensors, and what questions to ask before buying one.
 
We have some ‘wearable’ Particulate Matter monitors which we can loan to schools, so please contact us at info@cleanerairsooner.org if you would like to do some citizen science experiments at your school.

Breathe London monitors

Breathe London has some real-time monitors installed at several schools in London. There’s a website: https://www.breathelondon.org/ which displays the pollution data, showing you the pollution levels in the last 24 hours, and allows you to see a graph of pollution data over time (you can choose the date range). 
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You can also see the sources of pollution, by clicking ‘Sources’, which is under ‘Air Quality’ at the top left of the screen.
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If your school has one of these monitors, it can be an incredibly useful tool, and should also be used alongside your local authority’s diffusion tube data if available.

www.cleanerairsooner.org
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