Better Sate Than Sorry

Non-slip flooring can reduce

slips and falls—and litigation—in your schools.

by Walter E. Wilson
very floor, in every school, is a
E potentially dangerous walking
surface. Liguids are spilled in
science rooms and cafeterias. Surfaces
become slick after custodians mop or
wax. Snow, water and mud are tracked
onto steps and floors. These factors
contribute to the high risk of slips and
falls in schools and the resulting legal
ramifications, such as workers’ comp
claims, disability insurance—-even liti-
gation.
A growing body of safety regula-
tions from government and other agen-
cies is working its way into both public

and private educational facilities. And
with good reason: Students, employees
and the public need to be protected
from slip-and-fall accidents. But what
protects schools?

With slip-resistant, safe flooring,
schools can reduce accidents, comply
with laws and regulations, win slip-
and-fall litigation cases and, perhaps
most importantly, provide a safe envi-
ronmenit.

What You Need to Know
The National Safety Council says more
than one-third of all workplace injuries

arc caused by slip-and-fall accidents. A
major percentage of these injuries occur
on the same level-—as opposed to a fall
from one level to another.

Slip resistance is defined by the
Standard Practice for Safe Walking
Surfaces (ASTM F 1637-95) as ‘‘the
relatuve force that resists the tendency
of the shoe or foot to shde along the
walkway surface. Slip resistance is
related 10 a c¢ombination of factors,
including the walkway surface, the
footwear bottom and the presence of
foreign material between them.”
Actuaily, the fricton between a per-
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NON-SLIP FLOORING

Slip-resistant sheet vinyl floors reduce accidents, comply with
oll legol requirements and demonstrate due diligence. They also
protect the subfloor from water when seams are welded.

son’s shoe sole or bare foot and a walk-
ing surface is the phenomenon that can
keep a person from slipping. But this
friction can be easily lost.

To determine the slip resistance of
any school’s floor surface, its Sratic
Cocfficient of Friction (SCOF) can be
measured. SCOF measures the traction
between a person's shoe sole or bare
foot and the walking surface. However,
there continues to be debate as to which
testing methods are most effective in
determnining ship resistance. In many
cases, practical experience and/or test-
ing areas of differeni surfaces can be
the best guide for the safety of any spe-
cific area in the school,

For nearly all new or renovated
schools. three concerns must be
addressed before selecting a floor sur-
face: legislation, regulation and litiga-
tion.

Legislation. Legislation includes
laws, such as the Americans with
Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA). that
describe specific safety requirements to
protect the pubiic against hazards, These
laws reveal the minimum precautions
that must be taken by those responsible
for the property. Of equal importance,
these laws specify punishment if the
safery requirements are not met.

The ADA requires a
minimum SCOF of
0.6 in level areas and
0.8 on rampr.  Alis,
accessible routes must
be “stable, firm and
slip-resistant”  and
new construction or
alterations must use
surface materials
L ' L 1 ¥
resistant.” The ADA
recommends ‘‘choos-
ing the material with
the higher coefficient
of friction, particular-
ly for ramps.”
Regulation. This
includes the body of
laws, building codes,
guidelines and recom-
mendations created by
organizations such as
the Occupational
Safety and Healih
Administration
(OSHA). While regu-
lations sometimes fall
short in specific recourse for non-com-
pliance, they are frequently and suc-
cessfully used by plaintiffs to prove
their cases.

The Occupational Safety & Health
Act of 1970 states that employers must
provide "a place of employment free
from recognized hazards” and proposes
that 21l walking surfaces have a mini-
mum SCOF of 0.5. OSHA has the
authority to conduct upannounced
inspections, jssue citations and impose
penaitics to ensure compliance with
regulations,

Litigation. Litigation occurs when
a building owner or operator (e.g., the
school district) is faced with an injury
accident lawsuit. Employces may file
workers’ compensation claims or law-
sults based on possible negligence. The
school district may also be held liable
for personal injury suits by parents of
students, visitors and the general pub-
tic. These lawsuits may turn into finan-
cial disasters for districts—especially if
no demonstration of due diligence has
been made by taking precautionary
measures, including observance of and
compliance with existing legislation
and regulations.
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Where to Begin

To prevent slhip-and-fall accidents,
there are three actions that must be
laher. Fust,  ideatify potential prob
lems. Walk around the school and
inspect the floors for wear and haz-
ardous conditions. Evaluate each sur-
face for risk to students, teachers,
employeces and the general public.
Look for water or other contaminants

34 - ! .
ble, hire a building inspector or floor-
ing expert.

Second, fix problem floors. Take
OSHA, ADA and other requirements
into consideration. Then decide
whether (o repair or replace the prob-
lem floars. Because changing school
procedures can decrease risk, consider
posting warning signs around the facil-
ity. Also, investigate long-term, perma-
nent solutions, including the installa-
tion of slip-resistant sheet vinyl safety
flooying (see chart).

Third, get employees involved.
Employees can help identify safety
hazards. Create training, education and
risk awareness programs. Post signs
and visual aids reminding staff to keep
on the lookout for safety threats. Teach
proper floor maintenance, too. Of
course, use only recommended floor
care products and follow all the manu-
facturers’ instructions. Improperly
maintained, even a safe floor can
become unsafe.

In today’s safety-conscious world,
it is essential for districts to do every-
thing possible to provide safe, slip-
resistant walking surfaces. To meer
total performance requirements, dis-
tricts must consider several factors:
floors” life expeciancies, how they will
help prove due diligence if an accident
should occur and the cost savings to
avard lingation.

Though safety shortcuts in schools
save moncy in the short term, they can
be costly in the long run. In schools as
in tife, 1t 15 better to be safe than sorry.
Prevention is the key. A

Walter E. Wilson 15 president of Wilson
Technical Services. an occupational
safery and health consuliing firm in
Flourtowan. Penn.



