
Radon Testing and Mitigation in Tennessee Schools 
 

Introduction to radon in schools 
 

 
What is radon? 

• Naturally occurring radioactive gas. 
• Odorless, tasteless, colorless gas undetectable by human senses. 
• Known human carcinogen, the second leading cause of lung cancer. 
• Indoor concentrations above the EPA action level of 4.0 pCi/L have been found in 

schools in every state. 
 
Where does radon come from? 

• Radioactive decay of uranium. 
• Commonly found in varying amounts in many types of soil and rock. 
• Even trace amounts of uranium may produce significant concentrations of radon. 

 
What are some sources of radon in Tennessee? 

• Geologic formations such as Chattanooga shale, phosphates, black shales, coal 
and granites. 

• Found predominately in all east and middle Tennessee counties. 
• West Tennessee is at lower risk but is NOT free from elevated radon levels. 

 
Health Risks 

• Radon is the second leading cause of lung cancer.  Only those who smoke tobacco 
have a higher risk of lung cancer. 

• The National Academy of Sciences (NAS) committee on the biological effect of 
ionizing radiation estimates 15,000 lung cancer deaths a year are due to radon 
exposure. 

• Because of the severity of the health risk associated with radon and the wide 
geographic occurrence of this gas, EPA has declared radon to be the number one 
environmental health risk in the U.S. 

 
How can I learn more about radon in schools? 

• EPA has a series of books available to aid school administrators and maintenance 
personnel. 



 
 

Radon in Tennessee schools 
 
Why you should test your schools 

• There is the potential for liability for both staff and student exposure. 
• The responsibility for the safety and health of both staff and students remains a 

top priority of administrators and the community. 
• Testing and mitigation is voluntary. 

 
Radon testing program in schools 

• Testing of schools is a free service. 
• A broad range of program assistance is available including education, system 

preparation, organization, mitigation training, and radon resistant construction. 
 
What can be done once a radon problem is identified? 

• Reducing radon levels is called mitigation. 
• Since radon enters buildings through openings in ground-contact portions of 

buildings, closure of those openings can reduce radon entry. 
• Since radon is drawn into buildings by negative pressure inside the buildings, 

reversal of pressure differential by depressurizing the soil can also reduce radon 
entry. 

• A training course specifically designed for school personnel working on school 
buildings is routinely offered in Tennessee. 

• Mitigation system design is the only new skill school’s maintenance personnel 
need since they already possess system installation skills and equipment. 

• In this hands-on training course, students actually design and install a mitigation 
system in a school with elevated radon concentrations. 

• Schools mitigation training is a free service provided by TDEC. 
• Mitigation costs per building depend on the number and type of systems required 

but material costs per system are typically $300 - $700 per building. 
• Labor costs will vary by school district. 
• Typical operating costs of a radon mitigation system are $75 per year. 
• Maintenance costs are minimal. 

 



Can we prevent radon from entering our school buildings? 
• Yes, by using radon resistant construction techniques when the buildings are 

constructed. 
• Very cost effective method. 
• During the construction process is the ideal time to incorporate these features. 
• Procedures are simple and require only common construction skills and materials. 
• Detailed guidance is available for designers and contractors. 

 
If your school system wants to have their buildings tested for radon, complete the request 
for testing application and return it to the Division of Air Pollution Control. 
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