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IPM IN SCHOOLS Fall and Winter 

Classrooms and Food 

Food in the classroom can bring joy to children’s faces or elicit 
groans from teachers and custodians alike. Classroom treats 
are also brought in by students, parents, and teachers to 
encourage learning and enhance activities. Projects may 
involve food-based items like candy, popcorn, flour, or pasta. 
Some programs provide meals for students so they can learn 
and stay healthy. Food in classrooms is likely here to stay, but 
it can be a problem for managing pests. 

Food Attracts Pests 

If you provide classroom food, the pests will come. Classrooms 
with microwaves and refrigerators are especially prone to food 
debris and pest occurrence. In addition to a food source, these 
appliances provide a heat source and shelter for pests. 
Pests like ants, flies, cockroaches, rats, and mice are not 
picky. They’ll be drawn to long-forgotten crumbs under the 
microwave, a few bits of birthday cake ground into the rug, or 
juice residue left on desks and furniture by sticky fingers. It 
takes very little food for pests to thrive and reproduce in the 
hidden spaces of a classroom. 

Health Impacts 

Some common indoor pests can transmit disease-causing 
organisms. For example, flies carry Salmonella bacteria, 
rodents carry fleas and ticks, and cockroaches can 
contaminate food and trigger allergic reactions. 

Pests, like rodents and ants, can easily access 
food in desks and chew through bags or 
wrappers. Proper food storage in classrooms is 
critical for pest prevention. 

Food-based art and craft projects also need to 
be stored in containers with secured lids. 

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; (2) Identify the problem or 
pest; (3) 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. Ask staff to make minor 
changes to habits for appropriate sanitation, proper food storage, and clutter reduction. 

For more information, ask about your district’s pest management plan and IPM policy. 
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Tips for Managing Food in Schools 
1. Serve food in a cleanable area: Move food activities to designated eating 

areas, like cafeterias, that are easily cleaned. If needed, serve food in a 
classroom "snack area" without a carpet. Remember to wash desks, 
tables, and hands before and after eating.

2. Choose less messy foods: Pick snacks like grapes, apples, or carrots that 
generate fewer crumbs and residues.

3. Clean up promptly: Keep soap, water, and a rag handy. Encourage 
students to tell staff about spills.

4. Take out trash: Many pests are nocturnal. Remove garbage or recycling 
with food debris at the end of the day.

5. Pest-proof: Store edible supplies in hard containers like glass or metal with 
snap-tight or screw-top lids. Store items off the floor to allow for thorough 
cleaning.

6. Educate students: Teach students good sanitation practices that reduce 
critters. Ask them to take home uneaten snacks daily or store in pest-proof 
containers.

7. Clean regularly: Vacuum along walls and behind furniture at least once per 
month. Before school breaks, remove all stored foods and clean storage 
areas.

8. Simplify: Avoid mini-fridges, microwaves, plush furniture, rugs, or pillows in 
classrooms. These can provide shelter as well as collect food crumbs that 
attract pests. If appliances are used, clean regularly inside and 
underneath.

9. Report: Tell your school or district about pest issues. Report pests 
immediately!
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Unwanted Holiday Guests 
Classroom food during the fall and winter holidays can 
pose challenges for pest prevention. From October 
through December, it can be especially difficult for 
teachers to limit food in the classroom, or for custodial 
staff to keep up with classroom sanitation needs. IPM 
requires that all staff work together on pest prevention. 
When it comes to managing classroom food, teachers 
and students may play the most important role of all. 
Plan ahead for easy pick-up and extra cleaning. Ask 
administrators or custodial staff for additional help and 
trash pick-up after special events. 

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

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

School IPM, Washington DOH 
doh.wa.gov/schoolipm 
Email: schoolehs@doh.wa.gov 
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