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There are no federal requirements for protecting children from lead in drinking water at most schools and 
childcares.   

Schools should provide a reliable source of safe drinking water.  
• There is no safe level of lead exposure. The American Academy of Pediatrics recommends an action level 

of 1 ppb for lead in drinking water in childcares and schools.1  
• The purpose of lead sampling in schools is to measure the lead levels that children are actually drinking, 

so when we talk about an action level it needs to be a level that is safe for children to drink. Schools and 
childcares should take action to provide safer water any time a lead level is over 1 ppb.  

• The EPA Lead Action Level of 15 ppb is a measure of corrosion control effectiveness, not a measure of 
public health protection.2 EPA was very clear when they set the Maximum Contaminant Level Goal that 
the safe level of lead in drinking water is 0 ppb.3 

Most plumbing materials in schools – pipes, fittings, and fixtures – 
contain lead.  
• Older plumbing has higher lead content. Simply replacing fixtures where high lead is measured does not 

provide a reliable source of lead-free water because new plumbing still contains lead. Sources of lead in 
school and childcare drinking water include:  
o Lead service lines, 
o Lead solder installed prior to 1988 and improperly installed after 1988, 
o Plumbing materials not intended for drinking water use, 
o Pre-1988 drinking water coolers with lead-lined tanks, 
o Plumbing materials marked “lead-free” that contain up to 8% lead by weight sold through 

January 2014, and those that contain up to 0.25% lead by weight sold starting in January 2014.  
• Lead service lines, due to their high lead content and high exposure risk, should be removed 

whenever they are discovered at schools or childcares. 
• Research has shown that even brand-new plumbing materials that meet the new “lead-free” 

standard can leach lead at levels over the recommended 1 ppb action level.4  
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Schools regularly find lead in the water when they collect water 
samples and analyze for lead.  
• Even when a school receives water treated with corrosion control, weekends and school breaks without 

water use can reduce the effectiveness of corrosion control and allow the plumbing materials that 
contain lead to leach into the drinking water.  

• Lead release is sporadic.5 A single non-detect sample at a single tap does not guarantee that the water in 
that tap is safe to drink at all times. Repeat sampling frequently identifies elevated lead levels at taps that 
were not detected during previous sampling efforts.6  

• A 2018 sampling program in Indiana cost $4.4 million to sample water at 915 schools, a cost that does not 
include remediation to provide safe water. Lead over 15 ppb was found at 61% of the sampled schools 
and 40% of the total samples measured lead over 1 ppb.7 Due to the variable nature of lead release, 
sampling should happen annually. Classroom faucets and drinking water fountains, the locations where 
students are most likely to drink water, were the fixtures that most frequently exceeded 15 ppb. 

• About 82% of New York public school buildings reported one or more taps above 15 ppb after mandated 
sampling in 2017.8 

• Los Angeles Unified School district, the second largest in the country, has spent over $30 million on lead 
testing and repairs over the last decade and continues to detect lead in school drinking water.9  

• The Government Accountability Office found that 37% of surveyed school districts that sampled for lead 
in water found lead over their district’s action threshold.10 This report also provides average cost ranges 
for the schools that were surveyed. 

• The American Water Works Association describes challenges and limitations of available sampling 
guidance for schools, and even found cases where higher lead levels were measured after remediation.11 

• Outdated and inconsistent sampling guidance over the years have produced lead in water data that is not 
representative of the water that children drink in schools.12  
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• Sampling can be useful for identifying very high-risk taps, but sampling alone does not reduce the risk of 
lead exposure. At some point, sampling merely confirms that there is an ongoing source of lead exposure 
in the drinking water. 

Common lead remediation strategies of flushing and aerator cleaning 
are temporary and unreliable solutions.  
• Research has shown that lead can return to levels of concern as soon as 30 minutes after flushing is 

completed.13  
• Lead levels can decrease due to aerator cleaning, but frequent sampling several times a year would be 

necessary to verify that lead levels have not returned to levels of concern after cleaning. 

Filtered Water Bottled Filling Stations can provide a reliable source of 
lead-free, safe drinking water in schools and childcares.  
• Replacing all the plumbing in a school is expensive and new plumbing still presents an ongoing risk of lead 

exposure. Annual sampling would still be necessary at multi-million dollar expense due to the continued 
lead content of the plumbing and unreliable corrosion control treatment.  

• Point of use (POU) filtered water bottle filling stations provide a reliable source of safe water when 
regularly maintained. Filters must be tested and certified to meet ANSI/NSF Standard 42 for particulate 
removal and ANSI/NSF Standard 53 for lead removal.  

• When water passes through a certified filter, the filter will remove lead that has leached into the water as 
it traveled through the pipes and fittings. Research has shown that certified filters are effective even at 
lead levels significantly greater than the rating level used in the filter standard.14 

• Concentrating drinking water use at filtered water bottle filling stations decreases the number of taps 
that must be monitored to ensure safe drinking water is available in schools. 

• Environment America identified several school districts that have made the decision to filter all drinking 
water taps to ensure safe drinking water is available for all students and calls for filters to be installed and 
maintained at all drinking and cooking taps at schools.15  

 

Successful Filter Station implementation requires a program of ongoing 
support and maintenance activities  
These include regular filter replacement, appropriate signage, culture and habit modification, verification 
sampling, and timely transparency and communication with families and staff. Any new requirements for 
Filter Stations in schools must be accompanied with new funding. Schools should not be put in the position 
of choosing between safe drinking water and other critical school expenses or classroom instruction.  
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