Golden Achievement Award Entry: Crisis Communications
Title: "Taking the ‘Lead’: How ACPS Turned Crisis into Confidence”

Program Summary:

In September 2024, Naomi L. Brooks Elementary School in Alexandria, Virginia, faced a significant crisis when
a window replacement project inadvertently led to lead particle contamination within the school premises. This
unexpected discovery posed potential health risks to students and staff, prompting Alexandria City Public
Schools (ACPS) to take immediate action by closing the school, notifying families and getting into gear to
remediate the issue. In a school community built on trust, transparency and safety, any mishandling of this crisis
could have severely damaged ACPS’ credibility and confidence among families, staff and local stakeholders.
Timely and accurate communication was essential to maintaining trust, ensuring community confidence and
preventing unnecessary panic.

Media Coverage and Containment:

Despite significant media interest and heightened community concerns, ACPS successfully contained the
media coverage of this crisis to one week. This was achieved through proactive and transparent
communication, timely updates to stakeholders and a well-coordinated crisis response strategy. By providing
frequent updates via a dedicated webpage, hosting community meetings and facilitating access to health
resources, ACPS ensured that the public remained informed and reassured. Many other school divisions have
faced similar environmental crises but struggled with prolonged media scrutiny and public backlash. Some
districts have spent months or even years addressing concerns related to lead contamination, mold exposure or
asbestos findings, often due to delayed communication, inadequate response planning or a lack of
transparency. ACPS’ ability to mitigate long-term reputational damage and maintain community trust serves as
a model for how school districts can effectively navigate environmental crises.

Research:
Upon discovering that lead particles were detected in multiple locations throughout the school, including a
kindergarten classroom, a fourth-grade classroom, the main office suite and the clinic, ACPS conducted an
immediate assessment to understand the scope and impact of the contamination. This involved:
e Environmental Testing: Engaging third-party environmental consultants to conduct comprehensive
testing throughout the school to identify affected areas and measure lead levels. (nlb.acps.k12.va.us)
e Health Risk Assessment: Collaborating with the Alexandria Health Department (AHD) to evaluate
potential health risks associated with the detected lead levels and to determine necessary medical
interventions. (nlb.acps.k12.va.us)
e Policy and Procedure Review: Analyzing existing maintenance and renovation protocols to identify
lapses that led to the contamination, ensuring future projects adhere strictly to safety guidelines.

Planning:

Goal: To ensure transparent, timely and accurate communication with the Naomi L. Brooks Elementary School
community regarding the lead incident by providing clear updates, addressing concerns and reinforcing ACPS'
commitment to student, staff and family health and well-being.

Objectives: Based on the research findings, ACPS established the following objectives:

1. Ensure Environmental Safety: Within 10 days, complete thorough cleaning and remediation of all
affected areas to meet Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) lead safety standards.

2. Facilitate Health Assessments: Within seven days, provide free blood lead level testing for 100% of
students, staff, and volunteers to identify any health impacts.

3. Enhance Communication: Within three days, implement a transparent communication plan to inform
all stakeholders about the situation, remediation efforts and health resources.

4. Timely Responses: Within one week respond to all inquiries related to the crisis to maintain trust.


https://nlb.acps.k12.va.us/about/school-status-update
https://nlb.acps.k12.va.us/about/school-status-update

5.

Review and Revise Protocols: Within 30 days, assess and update ACPS renovation and
maintenance protocols to prevent future occurrences of environmental hazards.

Implementation: To achieve these goals, ACPS undertook the following actions:

School Closure and Remediation: The school was promptly closed on September 27, 2024, to allow

for comprehensive cleaning and remediation of affected areas. Specialized contractors conducted the

cleaning, followed by clearance testing to ensure safety standards were met. (nlb.acps.k12.va.us)

Health Screenings: In partnership with AHD, free blood lead level testing was offered to all students,

staff, and volunteers. Testing was conducted at the AHD's main office, with no insurance or

identification required. (nlb.acps.k12.va.us)

Transparent Communication: ACPS maintained open lines of communication through multiple

channels:

e 13 letters and emails were sent through ParentSquare to staff and families in their preferred
language with regular updates detailing the situation, remediation progress and health resources.

e Community Webinars: A virtual meeting was held on October 1, 2024, co-hosted with AHD and the
Virginia Department of Health, to address concerns and answer questions from the school
community. (nlb.acps.k12.va.us)

e Dedicated Webpage: A dedicated webpage was created to provide ongoing status updates, test
results, school status diagrams and resources related to the incident. (nlb.acps.k12.va.us)

Policy Revisions: ACPS initiated a comprehensive review of its renovation and maintenance

protocols, emphasizing strict adherence to safety measures during projects involving potential

environmental hazards.

Meal Distribution: Understanding the high percentage of students receiving free and reduced-

price meals, ACPS ensured that breakfast and lunch were provided at convenient community
locations throughout the week of the closure, ensuring continued meal access for impacted
families.

Evaluation:
The effectiveness of the crisis communication and response strategy was assessed through:

Environmental Clearance: Post-remediation testing confirmed that all cleaned areas met EPA lead
safety standards, allowing the school to safely reopen on October 7, 2024. (nlb.acps.k12.va.us). We
also shared letters beyond that week providing updates about the window replacement moving forward
to allay fears.
Health Outcomes: The majority of blood lead level tests returned within normal ranges, with AHD
providing guidance and follow-up for any individuals with elevated levels.
Stakeholder Feedback: Surveys and feedback from parents, staff, and the community indicated a high
level of satisfaction with ACPS’ transparency and responsiveness during the crisis.
Ask@ACPS Responses: 19 unique individuals sent questions that week to our ASk@ACPS
dedicated email or webform and responses were sent within 4.7 days. In the same period, all
other inquiries received an average response rate of 8.2 days overall since our focus was on
responding to families on this complex topic in a timely manner with substantive information. No
additional emails were received after that one week window.

e Protocol Improvements: Revised renovation and maintenance protocols were implemented,

incorporating lessons learned to enhance safety in future projects.

This strategic approach ensured the health and safety of the Naomi L. Brooks Elementary School community
while reinforcing ACPS’ commitment to transparency, swift action and continuous improvement in crisis
management. It demonstrates ACPS’ leadership in crisis communication and response, ensuring the safety,
health and trust of the community. Through transparent communication, strategic planning and proactive
remediation, ACPS successfully managed the crisis while establishing stronger policies to prevent future risks.
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Supplemental Materials

Media Coverage:
The incident received coverage from various media outlets, highlighting the school's proactive
measures and communication efforts:

9/30/24 — The Washington Post: "Alexandria school closed due to lead exposure" (WaPo)

The Washington Post reported that Naomi L. Brooks Elementary School in Alexandria was
temporarily closed after lead particles were discovered in several classrooms. The closure was
initiated to conduct thorough cleaning and remediation efforts to ensure the safety of students
and staff.

9/30/24 - Alexandria elementary school closed after lead found in classrooms (WTOP
News)

Reported that Naomi L. Brooks Elementary School in Alexandria, Virginia, closed after the
discovery of lead particles in multiple classrooms and offices. School administrators urged staff
and families to undergo blood tests, highlighting the potential health risks associated with lead
exposure. The closure aimed to facilitate thorough cleaning and remediation efforts.

10/1/24 — WUSAZQ9: "ACPS providing lead testing opportunities after exposure threat
closes Alexandria elementary school" (WUSA9)

WUSAO9 detailed that Alexandria City Public Schools (ACPS) offered free blood lead level
testing for students, staff, and volunteers following the lead exposure incident at Naomi L.
Brooks Elementary School. The school remained closed for cleaning and remediation, with
plans to reopen once safety was assured.

10/1/24 - Alexandria elementary school closes after students possibly exposed to lead
(NBC Washington)

NBC4 reported that Naomi L. Brooks Elementary School temporarily shut down after lead
particles were discovered in the building. School and health officials urged families and
employees to get blood tests for lead exposure. The school planned a virtual meeting with
health departments to address questions and provide more information.

10/1/24 — FOX 5 DC: "Alexandria school closed due to potential lead exposure; Parents
urged to get kids tested" (FOX 5 DC)

FOX 5 DC reported on the school's closure due to potential lead exposure discovered during a
window replacement project. Health officials recommended that students and staff undergo
blood lead level testing. A webinar was scheduled to address concerns and provide critical
health information to families.

10/1/24 — ALXnow: "Alexandria Health Department working on providing blood lead level
tests for elementary school students and staff" (AlexNow)


https://www.washingtonpost.com/education/2024/09/30/alexandria-school-lead-exposure/
https://wtop.com/alexandria/2024/09/alexandria-elementary-school-closes-after-lead-found-in-classrooms/
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ALXnow highlighted efforts by the Alexandria Health Department to provide blood lead level
testing for students, faculty, and staff at Naomi L. Brooks Elementary School following the
discovery of lead particles. The department aimed to ensure the health and safety of the school
community through these testing initiatives.

10/2/24 — ALXnow: "Naomi L. Brooks Elementary School could reopen next week after
lead exposure" (AlexNow)

ALXnow indicated that Naomi L. Brooks Elementary School staff were conducting deep cleaning
after lead particles were found. The school aimed to reopen the following week, pending
successful remediation and clearance testing.

10/2/24 - Cleaning and testing continues after lead discovered in Alexandria elementary
school's classrooms (WTOP News)

WTOP reported that cleaning and testing were ongoing at Naomi L. Brooks Elementary School
after a window replacement project exposed lead particles. The school remained closed during
remediation, and the Alexandria Health Department planned to offer free blood lead level testing
to students, staff, and faculty.

10/3/24 - Alexandria Elementary School Found With Lead Eyes Reopening (Patch)

The Patch noted that Naomi L. Brooks Elementary School leadership learned from an
environmental contractor about lead particles found in classrooms. The school closed for
remediation and aimed to reopen after ensuring the environment was safe for students and
staff.

10/7/24 — WJLA: "Alexandria elementary school reopens after lead exposure" (WJLA)

WJLA reported that Naomi L. Brooks Elementary School reopened after being closed due to
lead particles found in several classrooms. The school underwent cleaning and remediation
efforts to ensure the safety of students and staff before resuming classes.

These articles collectively detail the discovery of lead particles at Naomi L. Brooks Elementary
School, the subsequent closure for remediation, health advisories for blood lead level testing
and efforts to ensure a safe environment before reopening. These reports underscored ACPS'
dedication to addressing the crisis effectively and maintaining open communication with
all stakeholders.

Social Media:
During the lead exposure incident at Naomi L. Brooks Elementary School in September 2024,
ACPS and local media utilized various social media platforms to disseminate information and
updates. Here are some examples of social media posts related to the incident:
Instagram:
e ALXnow, a local news outlet, shared updates on the school's closure due to the lead
exposure incident:Instagram+2Yahoo+2Fox 5 DC+2
"Brooks Elementary School in the Rosemont neighborhood remains closed today
(Monday) after being closed last week due to a lead exposure incident at the school.”

Instagram
YouTube:



https://www.alxnow.com/2024/10/02/naomi-l-brooks-elementary-school-could-reopen-next-week-after-lead-exposure/
https://wtop.com/alexandria/2024/10/cleaning-and-testing-at-alexandria-school/
https://patch.com/virginia/oldtownalexandria/alexandria-elementary-school-found-lead-eyes-reopening
https://wjla.com/news/local/naomi-brooks-elementary-school-lead-exposure-closure-alexandria-virginia-acps-students-staff-safety-construction-project-health
https://www.yahoo.com/news/alexandria-elementary-school-remains-closed-115554756.html
https://www.yahoo.com/news/alexandria-elementary-school-remains-closed-115554756.html
https://www.instagram.com/alxnowdotcom/p/DAj-tBzPoWU/

e WUSADY, a local news station, provided coverage of the lead exposure concerns at
Naomi L. Brooks Elementary School:WUSA9
Website:

A website was created to provide staff and families with information and updates. As new
information became available, including lead particle testing, this information was posted on the
website for the community to view. When media requests were received, we would direct them
to the website so they could quickly learn about the situation and view the most recent
messages sent to the community. Due to our responsiveness and transparency with the
website, we received positive feedback and were able to allay the concerns of the school
community.

Naomi L. Brooks Elementary School Status Updates

Welcome to the Naomi L. Brooks School Status Updates webpage, where we are committed to keeping our staff
and families informed about any changes or important information related to the school. Here, you will find the HISTORY OF OUR SCHOOL
latest updates, announcements, and resources to stay informed about the current status of Naomi L. Brooks
Elementary School. LEADERSHIPTEAM

We encourage you to visit this page regularly to stay up-to-date with the latest developments. Our goal is to ensure CURRICULUM

transparency and provide timely infermation te keep our school community connected and infermed

SCHEDULES

Thank you for your continued support and engagement. Together, we will navigate any challenges and ensure a

positive and successful experience for all students, staff, and families at Naomi L. Brooks Elementary School.
POLICIES

Lead Exposure Testing Information CEEL IR B

FACILITY MODERNIZATION &
10/4/24 Update: Alexandria Health Department Lead Exposure Testing Information MAINTENANCE

Alexandria Health Department Lead Exposure Testing Information

Please see the attached pamphlet entitled "The Lead-Safe Certified Guide to Renovate Right (PDF)." et B Elstl T
LEARNING ACTVITIES

NAOMI L. BROOKS ELEMENTARY
SCHOOL STATUS FAQS

Naomi L. Brooks Elementary School Status Updates

Community Information Webinar:

| y
Or. Melarve Kay-Wyatt | y

On October 1, 2024, ACPS hosted a webinar with the Virginia Department of Health (VDH) and
the Alexandria Health Department (AHD) to provide the Naomi L. Brooks school community with
information about the situation and to answer questions from families and staff.

View the Community Information Webinar



https://www.wusa9.com/article/news/health/naomi-l-brooks-elementary-lead-exposure-concerns/65-8f3ba376-f6a2-4766-bd8e-0acce22f380f
https://nlb.acps.k12.va.us/about/school-status-update
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iVE_OdXKg30&list=TLGGMmEW1ElSTjcxNDAzMjAyNQ&t=2s

Messages:

The following is the text message that was sent to all staff and families at Naomi L. Brooks
letting them know the school would be closed and informing them that updates would be
provided as additional information becomes available.

As a precautionary measure, we are
closing the school tomorrow, Sept. 27,
2024 to ensure the safety and well-being
of students and staff due to learning

today that our environmental contractor
identified lead particles in multiple
locations in the school. As we learn more,
updates will be provided.

Ask@ACPS.k12.va.us Dedicated Email/Webform:

Sample responses from Ask@ACPS from the 19 unique individuals who sent emails that
week:
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