
 

Summary Wildfire Smoke Guidance for 

Closing Schools   

This is a summary of the Washington State Departments of Health 

and Ecology guidance for canceling or moving outdoor 

children’s activities and closing schools when smoke may be a 

health threat. For more information: Wildfire Smoke Guidance for 

Canceling Outdoor Events or Activities and Closing Schools. 

 

 

Health effects from smoke 

Symptoms of wildfire smoke 
exposure range from minor 
irritation, such as burning eyes, 
runny nose and coughing, to life 
threatening. 

Sensitive populations include 
people with heart and lung 
diseases, people with 
respiratory infections, people 
with diabetes, people 18 and 
younger or older than 65, 
pregnant people, people of 
color, tribal and indigenous 
people, and people with low 
income. Children with pre-
existing diseases, such as 
asthma and diabetes, are 
especially at-risk for 
experiencing adverse health 
effects from smoke exposure.  

Factors to consider                        

for school closures 

▪ What is the forecast for 
how long wildfire smoke 
levels will remain high?  

▪ Have all options to improve 
indoor air quality been 
attempted?  

▪ Are students and staff who 
are sensitive to smoke 
allowed to stay home if it is 
safer? 

▪ Is it safe to walk or bike to 
school? 

▪ Where will children be 
relocated if schools are 
closed? Is the air quality 
better there?  

(More in full guidance report) 

 

 

Measuring wildfire smoke 

levels 

The concentration of PM2.5 – 
particles less than 2.5 micrometers 
in diameter – is the most useful 
measurement of smoke levels to 
protect health. PM2.5 
concentrations are reported across 
six health hazard levels in the Air 
Quality Index. 

Current outdoor PM2.5 levels from 
agency monitors are available as 
Air Quality Index (AQI) values that 
are updated hourly on the 
Washington Smoke Blog and EPA’s 
AirNow App. Forecasts are often 
available during wildfire season on 
the WA Smoke Blog and 
Washington State Department of 
Ecology’s Smoke Forecast website.  

Low-cost sensors can be used to 
take PM2.5 measurements indoors 
to check indoor air quality and 
outside when there is not a nearby 
agency monitor, though these are 
less accurate than agency monitors 
and uncorrected sensor data 
should not be directly compared to 
PM2.5 action levels. Publicly 
reported PM2.5 outdoor sensor 
measurements with an applied 
correction factor are also available 
on the WA Smoke Blog. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When outdoor forecasted  

24-hour or NowCast PM2.5 

concentrations: 
▪ Equal or exceed 35.5 µg/m3 

(AQI value 101, “Unhealthy for 
Sensitive Groups” category or 
worse), modify duration or 
limit intensity of children and 
youth outdoor activities, move 
them to an area with safer air 
quality, or consider canceling 
depending on the length of the 
activity. 

▪ Equal or exceed 55.5 µg/m3 

(AQI value 151, “Unhealthy” 
category or worse), cancel 
children and youth outdoor 
activities or move them to an 
area with safer air quality. 
 

When school is in session and 

indoor PM2.5 concentrations: 
▪ Equal or exceed 150.5 µg/m3 

(indoor equivalent to AQI 
value 201, “Very Unhealthy” 
category or worse), discuss 
school closure with 
administrators.  
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For more information: 
▪ Air Pollution and School Activities 

Guide 
▪ Improving Ventilation and Indoor 

Air Quality during Wildfire Smoke 

Events 

▪ DOH Smoke from Fires 

https://doh.wa.gov/sites/default/files/legacy/Documents/4300/334-428-WildfireSmokeClosureGuidance_final3.pdf?uid=625f19d9dfcc0
https://doh.wa.gov/sites/default/files/legacy/Documents/4300/334-428-WildfireSmokeClosureGuidance_final3.pdf?uid=625f19d9dfcc0
https://wasmoke.blogspot.com/
http://www.airnow.gov/airnow-mobile-app/
http://www.airnow.gov/airnow-mobile-app/
https://enviwa.ecology.wa.gov/home/text/421#Forecast
https://www.doh.wa.gov/Portals/1/Documents/Pubs/334-332.pdf
https://www.doh.wa.gov/Portals/1/Documents/Pubs/334-332.pdf
https://www.doh.wa.gov/Portals/1/Documents/Pubs/333-208.pdf
https://www.doh.wa.gov/Portals/1/Documents/Pubs/333-208.pdf
https://www.doh.wa.gov/Portals/1/Documents/Pubs/333-208.pdf
http://www.doh.wa.gov/smokefromfires


 




