
 

 
 

  
    

   
  

 

 

  
  

  

 

   
    

  
  

 

 
 

 

  

 

 

 
 

 

  
    

   
  

 

 

 
 

 

 

  
  

   

 

   
    

  
  

 

 

 

 
 

 

  

 

 

 
 

 

  
    

   
  

 

 

 
 

 

 

  
  

   

 

   
    

  
  

 

 

 

PNW 
PEST PRESS 

Ants in Schools 

IPM IN SCHOOLS All Seasons 

Odorous House Ants (Tapinoma sessile). 
Photo by Gray Albert, CC BY-SA4.0 license. 

Pavement ants (Tetramorium immigrans). 
Photo by April Nobile, CC-BY-SA-3.0 license. 

Pacific Northwest Ants 
The most common kitchen and classroom ants in the Pacific Northwest 
are pavement ants and odorous house ants. These pests are 
sometimes called “sugar ants” due to their attraction to sweet foods. 
They can become a serious nuisance. They may also contaminate clean 
surfaces by carrying bacteria into school buildings. Thatching ants and 
European fire ants may be found near woods or on school grounds. 
Carpenter ants and moisture ants, which are considered structural 
pests, are not discussed here. 

Monitoring for Ants 
Monitoring for ants is an essential part of an IPM program. Regular 
checks of ant-prone areas help detect and solve minor problems before 
they become major ones. Common ant “hot spots” are anywhere food 
or food waste accumulates. Pest monitoring in the classroom is a 
simple process – learn where the problem areas are and check them 
regularly. For example, common ant "hot spots" are near improperly 
stored foods or piles of garbage. 
Ants are social insects that live in colonies made up of one or more 
queens–reproductive females–and their offspring. All the ant life stages 
will be present in the colony: queens, eggs, immatures or “larvae,” 
transitional or “pupae,” and adult worker ants. Ants sometimes 
establish colonies indoors, but more commonly nest outside the 
building and enter in search of food. The ants seen indoors are workers 
foraging for food. 
Pavement ants and odorous house ants are typically light brown to 
black in color and about 2-3 mm long. You may see a single, wandering 
“scout” searching for food or a trail of ants between the nest and a food 
source. Depending on the season and species, ants may be most 
attracted to sweet foods or sugary soft drinks, grease and oils, or 
protein sources like other insects. While ant scouts usually forage alone, 
don't ignore them because they may lead other ants to "hot spots." 
That's why it's important to clean regularly. 

What is Integrated Pest Management (IPM)? 
IPM is a way to manage pests that focuses on prevention. IPM can achieve long-term pest prevention and control with 
minimal impact on human and environmental health. The key steps of IPM are: (1) Inspect school buildings and grounds; (2) 
Identify the problem or pest; (3) Act - take appropriate action; and (4) Evaluate the results. Pest prevention requires 
communication and education so that staff are aware of conditions that attract pests and know how to minimize them. 
Appropriate sanitation, proper food storage, clutter reduction, and minor changes to staff habits will minimize conditions that 
attract pests. 
For more information on IPM practices, ask about your district’s pest management plan and IPM policy. 

Urban Pesticide Education Strategy Team (UPEST) 

https://pubs.extension.wsu.edu/product/moisture-ants/
https://pubs.extension.wsu.edu/product/carpenter-ants-their-biology-and-control/
https://pestsense.cahnrs.wsu.edu/fact-sheet/thatching-ants/
https://pubs.extension.wsu.edu/product/odorous-house-ant/
https://pestsense.cahnrs.wsu.edu/fact-sheet/pavement-ants/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://antwiki.org/wiki/File:Tapinoma-sessile_7024.jpg
https://antwiki.org/wiki/File:Tetramorium_caespitum_casent0005827_profile_1.jpg
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
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https://doh.wa.gov/community-and-environment/pests/european-fire-ants


IPM for Ants in School Facilities 
Exclusion. Most ants nest outdoors. Keep ants and other pests out by sealing cracks around 
windows, doors, wiring, plumbing, and foundations. Keep door sweeps in good condition. Cut back 
trees and bushes from buildings. 
Sanitation. Keep food preparation and eating areas clean.  Rinse or wash re-usable food containers 
before storing. Empty trash cans daily and keep dumpsters away from buildings. At least once daily, 
wipe counters, sinks, and other surfaces that collect food debris. Store food in sealed containers with 
tight-fitting lids or inside refrigerators and freezers. 
Monitoring.  Regularly check pest-prone areas, such as kitchens and staff lounges, for indicators of 
ant problems. Moisture is also attractive to ants, so watch sinks and drains and report leaky 
plumbing immediately. Maintain a pest sighting log to keep track of where, when, and how many ants 
are seen. Insect sticky traps, not those for rodents, can be used for monitoring. 
Physical controls. Wipe up individual ants with a sponge and soapy water and dispose of them. Ant 
trails may be wiped up, mopped with soapy water, or vacuumed. If using a vacuum, dispose the 
contents in a sealed garbage bag. 
Removal. Ant colonies should be removed by a pest management professional (PMP). Ant baits 
should only be used by a PMP. Placement must follow the label and WSDA regulations and be out of 
reach of children; see RCW 17.21.415. Avoid sprays. 

 

  
 

  
  

  
   

 

  
  

 
   

   

 

 
 

 

 

 

  

 

 

  
   

 

 

  

 

  

 

 

 
 

 

 
   

 

 

    
  

  
   

   
   

 

  
 

 
 

    
   

  
    

    
 

  
  

 
 

  
  

  

  

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 
  

 
 

 

 

  

 

 

 
 

 

 
   

 

 

    
  

  
   

   
   

 

  
 

 
 

    
   

  
    

    
 

  
  

 
 

  
  

  

  

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 
  

 
 

 

Odorous house ants 
(Tapinoma sessile) on 
electrical outlet. Photo by 
James Trager, CC BY-SA 
4.0 license. 

What Can You Do in Your Classroom? 

1. Clean it up. Ants are attracted to sweets, grease, protein, and even
moisture. Wipe up spills promptly, vacuum or sweep after snack time
and parties, and keep sinks and counters clean! Clean under counter-
top appliances, too. Keep the garbage cans clean.

2. Store it right. Food in the classroom isn't encouraged. But if you do
have food, store it in clean, hard plastic or glass containers with tight-
fitting lids like snap-top or screw-top with rubber seal.

3. Rinse and recycle. Soft-drink cans and soiled food containers are
very attractive to foraging ants, so wash with soapy water or rinse
thoroughly before tossing them in the recycle bin. Empty and clean
recycle bins regularly, or use disposable plastic liners.

4. Plants and animals. Animal food debris or potted plants can be
attractive to ants as well. Plants can become infested with aphids or
other honeydew-producing pests, which ants love. Check the potted
soil to ensure ants are not present. Animal food debris, from classroom
pets to feeding wildlife, can also be an ant buffet. Monitor these
attractive situations to prevent problems.

5. Report the problem. If you see a few ants wandering through the
classroom, you may be seeing colony scouts. Wipe them up with a wet,
soapy paper towel and toss into the trash can. Make sure the trash is
taken out later that day. If you see trails of foraging ants, report them
to your school’s facilities staff! Trails can be mopped up, vacuumed, or
cleaned with soapy water and a sponge, but that alone may not solve
the problem.

Odorous house ants 
(Tapinoma sessile) 
drinking from a mug. 
Photo by Rizky Ade 
Jonathan. 

More Information 

Ants, OSU Extension: 
https://extension.oregonstate.edu/catalog/pub/ 
pnw-761-integrated-pest-management-ants-
schools 

Key Ant Pests of Washington, WSU Extension: 
https://wpcdn.web.wsu.edu/wp-puyallup/uploads/ 
sites/415/2014/12/antpests.pdf (PDF) 

The National Pesticide Information Center (NPIC) 
provides objective, science-based information 
about pesticides and related topics to enable 
people to make informed decisions 
http://npic.orst.edu 
Email: npic@ace.orst.edu 

Environmental Protection Agency: Managing Pests 
in Schools 
https://www.epa.gov/ipm 

School IPM, Washington DOH: 
https://doh.wa.gov/community-and-environment/ 
schools/pesticides/school-integrated-pest-
management 
Email: schoolehs@doh.wa.gov

Written in collaboration with: 
Alexandra Boris, WA DOH 
Liz Dykstra, WA DOH 
Jacoby Clark, PHEFA Fellow 

Thank you to Lenora Jones, Washington State 
University Urban IPM Program, for the original 
content of this guidance. 

To request this document in another format, call 1-800-525-0127. Deaf or hard of hearing 
customers, please call 711 (Washington Relay) or email doh.information@doh.wa.gov.  

DOH 333-405 Nov 2025

https://wpcdn.web.wsu.edu/wp-puyallup/uploads/sites/415/2014/12/antpests.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/ipm
mailto:npic@ace.orst.edu
http://npic.orst.edu
https://doh.wa.gov/community-and-environment/schools/pesticides/school-integrated-pest-management
https://antwiki.org/wiki/File:Tapinoma_sessile,_Pacific,_Missouri,_James_Trager.png
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=17.21.415
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https://doh.wa.gov/community-and-environment/schools/pesticides/school-integrated-pest-management/hiring-professional
mailto:schoolehs@doh.wa.gov
mailto:schoolehs@doh.wa.gov
https://doh.wa.gov/community-and-environment
https://www.epa.gov/ipm
mailto:npic@ace.orst.edu
http://npic.orst.edu
https://wpcdn.web.wsu.edu/wp-puyallup/uploads
https://extension.oregonstate.edu/catalog/pub
https://extension.oregonstate.edu/catalog/pub/ pnw-761-integrated-pest-management-ants-schools



