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#ReopenStrong: Explainer on HVAC Enhancements for School Buildings 
 

Background & Introduction 
DC Public Schools (DCPS) is committed to reopening safely. Part of our reopening plan is ensuring school facilities 
are properly suited to welcome back students and staff based on a set of operational metrics that need to be 
addressed to ensure readiness. Stakeholders can view on overview of these metrics at: 
dcpsreopenstrong.com/health/buildings/.  
 
HVAC and all other operational metrics will be reviewed by a site-based walkthrough team using a detailed 
Building Readiness Checklist prior to school opening. Each school’s principal will receive written verification of 
planned HVAC enhancements in accordance with criteria outlined in the Checklist. In addition, DCPS is completing 
site-specific operational plans for each school in accordance with guidelines from DC Health, the Centers for 
Disease Control (CDC), and the Office of the State Superintendent of Education (OSSE). Each school’s operational 
plan will be posted online. 
 
In partnership with the Department of General Services (DGS), all DCPS facilities are undergoing a comprehensive 
HVAC assessment which will inform subsequent system modifications and enhancements. The work is being 
carried out by numerous HVAC contractors under the guidance and direction of a licensed professional engineer 
(PE) and in accordance with recommendations provided by the American Society of Heating and Air-Conditioning 
Engineers (ASHRAE). The lead engineer that developed the school-specific scope of work for the HVAC 
enhancements for DCPS is a nationally recognized expert and a member of Epidemic Task Force School Team at 
ASHRAE.  
 
Healthy air quality is critical for the health of those who occupy a school building, and we are committed to 
making improvements across all DCPS facilities. DCPS will improve the air change rates and filtration provided by 
HVAC systems to reduce any airborne concentrations of COVID 19 and related transmission risks in our learning 
environments.  
 
The actions we will take vary by system type to ensure their effectiveness. For all schools, we plan to increase the 
air change rates and filtration. The work will vary by system but will include modifications like increasing fresh air 
distribution through an existing Dedicated Outside Air System (DOAS) and installation of MERV-13/MERV-14 
filters or placement High-Efficiency Particulate Air (HEPA) filters in high traffic areas and instructional spaces. In 
addition, no matter the system, all classrooms across the DCPS portfolio will receive a portable HEPA filter.  
 
The primary focus of this effort is to analyze specific building systems to identify what systems can be addressed 
to improve indoor air quality in alignment with national recommendations. We are committed to performing 
enhancements and instituting best practices for indoor air quality improvement. 
 

Specifics on HVAC Enhancements Underway 
One of two paths will be taken for HVAC enhancements as determined by each school’s current infrastructure:  
 

http://www.k12.dc.us/
http://dcpsreopenstrong.com/health/buildings/
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1. For schools that receive outside air from central HVAC systems, we take the followings steps: 

• Perform visual inspection of air distribution mechanisms in walls and ceilings.  

• Confirm registers and diffusers are not blocked or closed.  

• Evaluation of air handling equipment for proper operation.  

• Energize all HVAC systems and confirm proper indoor air temperature and humidity. 

• Disinfection and cleaning of air handling equipment.  

• Review equipment control sequences to verify systems are operating in accordance with issued 
guidance and maintaining required ventilation, temperature, and humidity conditions to occupied 
areas.  

• Integrate new sequences into existing controls to run systems before and after occupancy helping to 
flush zones, increasing filtration and dilution.  

• Expansion of central HVAC equipment monitoring for real-time system health checks and critical 
alarming.   

• When equipment parameters allow installation of higher rated air filters one to two weeks prior to 
re-opening. 

• Placement of a mobile HEPA filter in learning spaces (see below for more details). 
  
2. Schools without central air systems will receive portable medical grade true HEPA filters to cover all 

instructional spaces and additional 10 units for other centralized and shared spaces such as lobbies and 
welcome centers, nurse suites, and the health isolation rooms. These are mobile units that will be placed in 
classrooms and run continuously to increase air changes in rooms and filter the air for. True HEPA filters are 
proven to filter particulates down to .3 microns at a 99.99% efficiency.  The unit are rated and tested for 
spaces up to 1,000 sq. ft. All of the HEPA filter units are equipped with a UVC light kit to provide an additional 
level of protection.   
 
As shown in the image below, the HEPA filters are designed to bring in air from the room and put it through a 
3-step filtration process. First, the air goes through a preliminary filter to catch particulates, then through a 
UV light to treat and deactivate microorganisms and pathogens, then finally through the HEPA filter, which 
captures small particulates at a 99.99% efficiency. After the air has gone through those steps, it exits the unit 
as clean air. This process For more information on the units please find the product data sheet here.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.k12.dc.us/
https://dck12-my.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/personal/matthew_floca_k12_dc_gov/ESqoNirks_dBlIAVa_QUbZ0BGiJvfvfz1p8dDgtvR1gUcw?e=0O75P9
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Plumbing  
In addition to HVAC enhancements, domestic hot and cold-water systems will be fully flushed before a building 
reopens per DC Health guidelines. This will remove any metals (e.g. lead) that may have leached into the water 
and minimize the risk of Legionnaires’ disease and other diseases associated with water. Water closets, lavatories, 
faucets, and soap dispensers will be surveyed for proper operations.   
 
The following steps are being taken prior to re-opening: 

• Flush domestic hot and cold-water systems after confirming all valves are operational.  
• Open all fixtures on branch of piping simultaneously for a period of not less than 5 minutes. Perform this 

flush for both hot and cold-water systems. 
• Turn hot water heaters to a target of 150˚ F or higher for at least one hour. Return to normal 

temperature prior to flushing systems.  
• If water discoloration is found after the flush, remove, clean, and sanitize faucet aerators.  
• Check all lavatories and sinks for proper operations, document substandard conditions. Ensure soap 

dispensers are functional and supplied.  
• Remove and sanitize all drinking fountain bubblers.  
• Complete all work in accordance with ASHRAE Guideline 188.   

FAQ: HVAC Enhancements  

Do HEPA filters work and how do they compare to MERV filters?  

Yes, HEPA filters are proven method of cleaning the air and are consistently used in hospital settings. HEPA filters 
filter small particulates at a higher efficiency than a MERV filter and both are included in the ASHRAE guidance. 

What happens if my building’s system cannot accept a MERV 13 filter? 

If your building’s HVAC evaluation determines that the current HVAC system is not able to accommodate a MERV 
13 filter, additional work will be completed to retrofit the system to accommodate the increased filtration. 
Portable HEPA filters will be provided while the work is ongoing. If it is determined that retrofits are not possible, 
the system will be upgraded to the highest-level filter possible and portable HEPA filters will be put in place 
throughout the building to achieve improved air quality. 

Can we open windows as well? Our windows don’t open, so can those work orders be expedited? 

School by school guidance will be provided on when and if windows should be opened in each facility. For buildings 
where opening windows is recommended, DCPS and DGS will evaluate work orders to address known issues. 

How will you monitor the air in the building? 

All schools will receive indoor air quality (IAQ) sensors that monitor, in real time, particulate matter, temperature, 
carbon dioxide, volatile organic compounds, ozone, and carbon dioxide levels for measurement and verification 
purposes. While there is no air quality check for COVID-19, these monitors will help ensure that our systems are 
working properly and give us important information to help identify solutions if modifications are required.  

http://www.k12.dc.us/
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How will schools be notified if a system stops working, and there isn’t proper air filtration in the school? 

In addition to the indoor air quality sensors, which will provide a significant amount of data to measure 
effectiveness, DCPS and DGS are building in the capability to monitor and adjust the HVAC systems remotely. It is 
likely that this work will continue into the school year, but it will be an important tool as we monitor the systems. 

Will this HVAC work ensure that people in the building remain safe? 

The HVAC work is part of our comprehensive plan to keep children and adults safe in our school buildings, but it is 
not the only solution. Other health and safety measures, like social distancing, mask wearing, cohorting, and 
hygiene measures all contribute to a healthy environment.   

How do I know what system my building has and how will I know what work has been done? 

A school level summary will be posted and shared with school communities in the coming weeks after all HVAC 
evaluations have been reviewed by the professional engineer.  

By when should I expect these updates to be made? 

Work will be continuing through October and into early November at some elementary schools. If there are system 
challenges that cannot be addressed by November 9th, additional portable HEPA filters will installed.  

For additional information on HVAC enhancements for school preparedness, please see here.  

 

http://www.k12.dc.us/
https://dck12.sharepoint.com/:b:/s/COVID-19OperationsHandbookOCOO/EetRLYMD38lDnvZ4o57GdZUBH9_qblEsUvMfua9yEVuSqw?e=OT6TvH

