
COVID-19 AND 
VENTILATION IN SCHOOLS

However well  
intentioned, many 

organizations are currently 
advising on issues they do not 

know enough about. 

You should know that my friend normally 
works as a teacher at a practical school. It has 
been closed for a long time because of the 
Corona crisis. However, because of the latest 
relaxations in the Netherlands, her school 
has reopened in June. The school board 
follows the guidelines of the government, 
the RIVM (National Institute for Public Health 
and the Environment) and the Sector Council 
for Practical Education, as laid down in the 
‘service document for starting practical and 
vocational education.’ Both the government 
and RIVM set conditions for working 
safely and responsibly, but are not always 
transparent on what exactly these are based. 

The Sector Council for Practical Education has 
also clearly done its best to gather as much 
advice and tips as possible. Some of these 
conditions and advice also concern building 
installations.

“I’m not going to work like that!”

“Oh, what exactly do they prescribe?”

“ Well, that I have to keep my windows 
closed and just open a door, for 
example.”

“ That does not seem to be the right 
approach to me. Could you perhaps 
send me that document?”

“Already in your mailbox.”

However well intentioned, many 
organizations are currently advising on 
issues they do not know enough about. 
This, combined with inadequate information 
about the intended purpose of the measure, 
leads to questions and unrest among the 
critical thinkers. What many people do not 
understand well is that a virus is in principle 
only transmitted by human contact1. You 
should see this quite broadly; when someone 
coughs in your face, it counts as ‘contact’. It 
also includes touching a surface that another 
person has just touched. A virus normally 

does not survive outside the body for a long 
time and needs a carrier to move around, for 
example via saliva2. Hence, the 1.5 meter 
distance. A distance from where you are less 
likely to have ‘contact’ with others, including 
their breathing, talking, sneezing, spitting and 
coughing. Unfortunately, people also create 
potentially infectious aerosols (‘micro-drops’) 
with these actions that can linger in the air 
for hours. 

Of course, for the above, the ‘sender’ must 
be infected first and then the ‘recipient’ must 
take in the virus. The latter means as much 
as; ensure that the virus has a chance to 
settle in the body. This happens, for example, 
by inhaling the virus or by touching your 
mucous membranes with your infected hands. 
Hence, the extensive washing of hands and 
the disinfection of surfaces that you touch 
easily or frequently. Face masks mainly 
ensure that you do not easily infect others. 
That they would protect you yourself is only 
partly true.

Even taking in the virus does not immediately 
mean that you will get sick from it.  

“Hey Marco, you work at Tebodin, right?”     A friend calls me on a Saturday afternoon in May.

“Yes, indeed. Nowadays it’s called Bilfinger Tebodin Netherlands. Quite a mouthful. Hahaha.”

“Nice, uh…You’re from ventilation there, aren’t you?”

“Uhhh, that’s about right.”

“Then I have a question for you…”

1 Or sometimes by animals.    2 Or feaces.
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Many people have enough resistance to  
overcome this invader. Unfortunately, this  
virus is a variant that by itself is very 
contagious and survives outside the body  
for a long time.

“ I read that they recommend opening the 
windows between classes.”

“ Yes and that implies that they remain 
closed during class! Just when it is at 
its busiest in the room.”

“ Aha, I understand, but… that is not 
what it says. You can also deduce 
from this that it is therefore good to 
open windows, also during class. Also 
something about those open doors…”

“What?”

“ That is not for ventilation, but for 
spreading. If, for example, several 
people touch the same door handle in 
quick succession and thus can transmit 
the virus.”

“Hmmm, okay.”

“ Please note that opening windows and 
doors at the same time can lead to draft 
problems. But that is always preferable 
to the risk of contamination, right?”

“ Indeed. I am going to bring this up at the 
next meeting.”

The Federation of European Heating, 
Ventilation and Air Conditioning Associations 
(REHVA) has already published a guideline 
in March to prevent the development of 
contagion against building installations and 
to contain contradictory information and 
advice in this regard. Although this advisory 
document mainly focuses on maintenance 
and service personnel, it also provides a 
clear explanation of the possible influence 
of building installations on the transmission 
of viruses. Recently, an advice document has 
been published specifically for schools. 

For example, cleaning building installations 
and replacing dust filters does not affect 
the transmission probability. Turning off 
ventilation systems is out of the question, 
even outside of operating hours. Finally, it is 
strongly recommended to ventilate as much 
as possible. Even if a building contains no 
installations for this. In that case, ventilation 
by opening windows and doors also works. 
Even if it makes you too hot or too cold.

[2 weeks later]

“ Hey Marco, thank you for taking the 
time to explain things.”

“ You’re welcome. Did it yield 
something?”

“ Certainly. It went smoothly. First at 
school, I said that I spoke to an expert 
and then told them what to do. Then I 
told them again that my biggest concern 
is that we all get sick. It came across 
immediately.”

“ Hahaha. That was certainly also due 
to your tenacity and persuasion! By 
the way, have you read the REHVA 
document?”

“ Yes, it clearly stated the piece about 
ventilation.”

“Great.”

“ It was also somewhat creepy in the 
toilet use part.”
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