
 

SUMMARY GUIDANCE: Wildfire Smoke  
School Closure, Children’s Outdoor Activities Cancellation  

This is a summary of the Washington State Departments of Health 
and Ecology guidance for cancelling or moving outdoor 
children’s activities and closing schools when smoke may be a 
health threat. For more information:  Guidance on cancelling 
events or activities, and closing schools - July 2019 (PDF). 
 

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? 

 Is the visibility safe for driving?  
 Are there other weather factors 

to consider, like excessive heat 
or humidity, that would further 
increase health risks? 

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

 If children or others requiring 
care are involved, will adults be 
available as caretakers? 

 Will there be impacts to 
economic or job security for 
parents missing work to attend 
to children?  

 While moving to another 
location, will people be more 
exposed outdoors than if they 
had just stayed indoors? 

 Are there other safety concerns 
about relocating people? 

Symptoms of 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, 
stroke survivors, infants, children, 
pregnant women, and people over 
65. Children with pre-existing 
diseases, such as asthma and 
diabetes, are especially at-risk for 
experiencing adverse health effects 
from smoke exposure. 

 

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. Ecology and local 
clean air agencies routinely monitor 
these levels outdoors. PM2.5 
concentrations are grouped in health 
hazard levels. Health and Ecology 
recommend making health decisions 
based on the Washington Air Quality 
Advisory (WAQA).  

 

When outdoor forecasted 24-hour 
or NowCast PM2.5 concentrations: 

 Equal or exceed 35.5 µg/m3 

(WAQA value 151/AQI value 101) 
recommend cancelling children’s 
outdoor recess, physical 
education, athletic practices and 
games, or moving them indoors 
or to an area with good air 
quality. 
 With the WAQA, this 

concentration is the lower 
level of the “unhealthy” 
category. 

 With the AQI, this 
concentration is the lower 
level of the “unhealthy for 
sensitive groups” category. 

When school is in session and 
indoor PM2.5 concentrations: 

 Equal or exceed 150.5 µg/m3 
(WAQA value 301/AQI value 201) 
discuss school closure with 
administrators.  
 With the WAQA, this 

concentration is the lower 
level of the “hazardous” 
category.  

 With the AQI, this 
concentration is the lower 
level of the “very unhealthy” 
category.  

For more information: 

 Air Pollution and School Activities Guide (PDF) 

 Improving Ventilation and Indoor Air Quality during Wildfire Smoke 
Events (PDF) 

 DOH Smoke From Fires 
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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
http://www.doh.wa.gov/smokefromfires


 
 

 

https://www.doh.wa.gov/Portals/1/Documents/4300/334-429-WAQAGuidePublicHealthActions.pdf

