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Introduction  

A ccidents involving hazardous chemicals can be 

extremely serious and may cause significant injuries 

and sometimes death. Long-term exposures to these chemicals can 

increase the risk of adverse health effects including cancer and 

other chronic conditions.  

 

On-site inspections conducted by the New Jersey Department of 

Healthõs Right to Know Unit field staff have documented significant 

health and safety violations in public schools regarding unsafe 

storage and labeling of hazardous laboratory chemicals. Many of 

these issues are illustrated in this guidance document.  

 

This guidance document outlines a proactive approach schools can 

take to keep their classrooms safe and accident-free. Expenses 

incurred from disposal, spills, and other incidents, including 

potential liabilities/lawsuits, can be considerable.   

 

Do not let chemical hazards go unnoticed. Be aware of the potential 

danger.  
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Purpose 

This document contains information that can help schools promote 

a safe science classroom laboratory environment. Critical steps 

involve: 

1) Being aware of the hazards of the chemicals you use and store; 

2) Disposing of unnecessary hazardous chemicals; and 

3) Ensuring the chemicals you need are stored safely. 

 

This guide is organized in two sections as follows:  

§ Section I  provides guidance on conducting an evaluation of the 

classroom and storage areas, with an emphasis on the 

management of specific hazardous chemicals identified by the 

National Institute of Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH). 

This section also includes information about certain laboratory 

safety equipment in order to ensure they are adequate and 

functional.   

§ Section II provides information on best practices for the 

purchase, storage, and disposal of hazardous chemicals in New 

Jersey public schools.  

 

Teachers are encouraged to download this publication from the New 

Jersey Department of Healthõs website at: 

https://nj.gov/health/workplacehealthandsafety/right -to-know/. 



 

 

SECTION I 

Assess Your Science Classroom and Storage Areas 
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Start by conducting a walkthrough of your science 

classroom and chemical storage areas. Determine if 

there are chemical management practices that may 

pose health and safety risks to students and school 

employees.  

Ā Unlabeled, unused/excess, and expired chemicals 

The following list of chemical management practices should be 

avoided: 

¶ Unlabeled chemicals: an unlabeled container is 

unacceptable and arrangements should be made to 

remove any containers  with unknown contents 

immediately from all classrooms and shelving following 

an established disposal plan. 

¶ Unsealed chemicals: unsealed or not properly sealed 

containers can cause accidental spills and can 

potentially volatilize.  

¶ Incorrectly labeled chemicals: containers with labels that do 

not list the chemical names and Chemical Abstract 

Service (CAS) numbers of the five most predominant 

chemical ingredients.  

¶ Unused chemicals: leftover chemicals transferred from 

their original containers and stored in secondary 

containers such as beakers, vials, and flasks. 

¶ Excess chemicals: chemicals that were purchased in 

excessive amounts. Excess quantities of stored 

flammable chemicals, for example, pose a risk to all 

school occupants. 

¶ Expired chemicals: any chemical with an attached label 

older than 3 years or with an expired manufacture date. 

¶ Improperly stored chemicals: chemicals that are improperly 

stored, such as on top of cabinets, on mobile carts, on 

bench tops or in fume hoods can be hazardous. 

The following pages illustrate examples of improper chemical 

management identified during school inspections conducted by the 

NJDOH Right to Know staff.  
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Bottles with 
incomplete 
and illegible 
labels 

Excess quantities 
of  chemicals  

Overcrowded 
storage closet 
with carts  
filled with 

incompatible 
chemicals   

Shelf with containers 
of expired chemicals 
including a jar filled 

with broken  
mercury-containing 

thermometers 

RTK  

Inspection 

Photos 
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Deteriorated container  
of sodium chromate, an 
oxidizer, corrosive, and  
known human carcinogen 

Open vials of 
sulfuric acid, a 
highly corrosive 

compound 

Container of sodium nitrate (an 
irritant and oxidizer) with rusted 
lid among other improperly 
stored containers. 


