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Student Guidelines 
 

Students can and should not be held accountable for knowing, understanding, and 

following safety guidelines in the lab unless the science teacher has explicitly outlined all 

safety rules and procedures.  It is the responsibility of the teacher to ensure all students 

acquire the necessary knowledge and skills to operate science equipment in a safe 

manner.  However, once students have been made aware of, and tested over, safety 

guidelines, it becomes their responsibility to uphold these rules during labs and 

experiments.   

Before students engage in lab work of any kind, they need to be briefed on safety 

guidelines, read and sign a safety contract (attached), and pass with 100% accuracy a 

safety quiz (attached).  Regardless of the science content area, there are several 

fundamental guidelines students must be aware of in any lab setting.  Additionally, all 

science teachers must be aware of the liability issues they face when exposing students to 

lab-based science activities.  While it might be argued that, for safety reasons, students 

should only be exposed to science in non-lab settings, the benefits of hands-on science far 

outweigh the necessity of relating and enforcing classroom safety. 

One of the most important issues to take into consideration when setting up for a 

lab is the spatial arrangement of the classroom.  Teachers need to ensure all students will 

have the space to freely move about the room, collect supplies, use materials, and 

perform experiments.  To avoid lost time, and to benefit classrooms where space is 

limited, teachers should spend time setting up lab stations prior to class to avoid excess 

movement and traffic during the lab.  If students already have everything they need at 
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their table, and they are engaged in the activity, there will be very little reason for student 

movement around the classroom unless the lab requires it. 

Teachers and students also must be aware of what procedures to follow in case of 

an emergency.  The teacher should spend time discussing these policies in addition to 

quizzing students on the location of the eyewash, emergency shower, fire blanket, fire 

extinguisher, and emergency exits.  In the event of a hazardous chemical spill, students 

should be aware of what steps will be taken to secure the spilt material.  The area should 

be cleared of students and the teacher, wearing goggles and gloves, should pour sand on 

and around the spill.  Additionally, if the chemical is a strong acid or base, it should be 

neutralized before attempting to clean.  After the sand has absorbed the spill, the contents 

should be swept into a heavy-duty garbage bag and disposed of properly. 

If a fire erupts in the lab, and it is small enough to contain, the teacher should use 

the fire extinguisher or a large bucket of sand to put the fire out.  In the event of a fire that 

cannot be contained, students must exit the room in a quick and orderly fashion in 

addition to pulling the fire alarm.  Students should be well aware of their exit route and 

the teacher should ensure at least one fire drill per quarter.   

If a student splashes a chemical of any kind into his eye, he must immediately 

flush it using the eyewash for 30 minutes.  Additionally, if possible the student should 

visit an ophthalmologist to ensure that no permanent damage was done.  If a student is 

burned, the first thing he should do is to cool the burned area with water for several 

minutes.  If it is a mild burn and there are no blisters, it can be treated with topical burn 

ointment.  However, if there the skin is blistering, sloughing, or charred, it is likely 

additional attention will be needed and the student should immediately visit the 
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emergency room.  Finally, if a student spills a chemical on himself, he should 

immediately wash the affected area for at least 5 minutes (use the emergency shower if it 

is a very large area).  If the student receives a chemical burn from the spill, the same 

guidelines outlined above for heat burns still apply.     

Students must also be made aware that food and drinks are absolutely forbidden 

during lab work.  The potential for mixing reagents with snacks can be very high in many 

labs and ingesting chemical solutions is something that should be avoided at all costs.  

Beverages also have a tendency to be spilled during the hands-on nature of lab work and 

can damage materials and equipment.   

There are 55 additional rules and guidelines outlined in the safety contract 

(attached) but the fundamental rule in lab settings should always be “ask first.”  If 

students have the slightest bit of uncertainty about any procedure, it is imperative they 

clear up their understanding with the teacher before proceeding further.  Teachers must 

emphasize the importance of referring all lab-related questions to themselves rather than 

to other students in the class.    
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Liability 
 

 Arguably the most important role for educators is to provide students with an 

atmosphere of safety.  This is no less true in the lab setting where, at times, it can be more 

difficult to directly ensure the safety of all students.  The National Science Teachers 

Association (nsta.org) provides a succinct outline of the role science teachers are held 

accountable for in the classroom: 

As professionals, teachers of science have a duty of care to ensure the safety of 

students, teachers, and staff.  Duty of care is defined as an obligation, recognized 

by law, requiring conformance to a certain standard of conduct to protect others 

against unreasonable risk (Prosser et al. 1984). “The breach of a particular duty 

owed to a student or others may lead to liability for both the teacher and the 

school district that employs that teacher” (Ryan 2001). As such, science educators 

must act as a reasonably prudent person would in providing and maintaining a 

safe learning environment for their students. 

 

Therefore, as would be expected, teachers are responsible for ensuring that all students 

are well aware of what procedures must be followed for a lab to run safely.  Does this 

mean a teacher is responsible if a student knowingly endangers himself after he has 

demonstrated a successful understanding of safety policy?  Possibly.  If the teacher has 

the opportunity and does nothing to prevent that student from endangering himself, and 

that teacher is not acting as a “reasonably prudent person” then yes, they are responsible.  

However, if a student knowingly performs a dangerous act while he is aware the teacher 

is distracted assisting other students, it is more likely the teacher will not be held 

accountable for that student’s actions. 
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Ethical and Humane Treatment of Animals 

 The NSTA provides an excellent overview of practical guidelines for the handling 

and treatment of animals: 

 Develop activities that promote observation and comparison skills that instill in 

students an appreciation for the value of life and the importance of caring for 

animals responsibly.  

 Instruct students on safety precautions for handling live organisms and establish a 

plan for addressing such issues as allergies and fear of animals. 

 Develop and implement a plan for future care or disposition of animals at the 

conclusion of the study as well as during school breaks and summer vacations.  

 Espouse the importance of not conducting experimental procedures on animals if 

such procedures are likely to cause pain, induce nutritional deficiencies, or expose 

animals to parasites, hazardous/toxic chemicals, or radiation.  

 Shelter animals when the classroom is being cleaned with chemical cleaners, 

sprayed with pesticides, and during other times when potentially harmful 

chemicals are being used. 

 Refrain from releasing animals into a non-indigenous environment. 

Teachers must necessarily ensure that all classroom animals are kept in a clean and 

suitable environment, handled with care and consideration by all students, fed and 

watered regularly, and free from experiments that could cause pain or suffering.  

Additionally, teachers must insist all students are aware of these necessities and enforce 

consequences if students are found to be infringing on these rules.  
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Behavior Management Plan 

 

 Teachers must additionally create a lab behavior management plan in the event of 

student misbehavior during an experiment.  Along with requiring all students to read and 

sign a safety contract and pass a safety quiz with 100% accuracy, students must also be 

informed of the consequences of breaking laboratory safety rules.   

 A sample plan would be:  On the first offense of breaking a lab rule, students will 

be required to come in on their own time (before school, after school, during lunch, or 

during study hall) and create a safety poster on the rule they broke.  They will not be 

restricted from completing the lab or receive a deduction of points; the only consequence 

will be making a science safety poster. 

 For the second offense, students will be required to immediately cease all lab 

work and come in before or after school to complete the lab in a more individualized 

setting.  Additionally, these students will be required to retake the original safety quiz and 

pass with 100% accuracy before any additional assignments are accepted from them. 

 Finally, for the third offense, students will again be required to immediately cease 

all lab work, they will receive no credit for the lab, and they will again be required to 

retake the safety quiz.  A meeting will be requested with the student and his parents to 

discuss what needs to take place before he can be readmitted to lab work.  Until 

readmission takes place, alternative assignments will be given to take the place of lab 

work. 
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 Safe dispensing, storage, handling, and disposal of chemicals  

 

In the lab, the teacher should always dispense chemicals to the students and never 

allow students to procure chemicals from the stockroom on their own.  Students should 

only be allotted the amount of chemicals necessary to perform an experiment and 

additional chemicals should only be made available after teacher approval. 

Chemicals should be stored in a cool and dry stockroom that is only accessible to 

teachers.  All chemicals should be dated and a permanent inventory must be kept and 

updated annually.  Chemicals should never be stored on the floor and flammable 

chemicals must be kept far away from heat sources.  All storage shelves should have lips 

on them to prevent bottles from rolling off.  While metal shelves are less flammable than 

wood shelves, wood shelves conduct less heat and may therefore help prevent a fire from 

erupting.  All storage cabinets must be locked when not in use.  Finally, chemicals should 

always be organized into compatible families and not in alphabetical order so as to 

eliminate the possibility of chemicals mixing into hazardous solutions. 

Chemical containers must always be handled with care.  Two hands should be 

used when moving a container from one location to another.  Gloves should also be worn 

when handling dangerous or corrosive chemicals.  Also, student handling of chemicals 

should be limited and monitored in order to prevent spills and burns. 

Finally, chemicals and waste must always be disposed of properly.  Broken glass 

and labware should be deposited into a separate container that is for glass only.  

Additionally, any materials that might be considered a biohazard (materials involving 

blood or pathogens) must also be disposed of in a separate container marked “biohazard.”  

The majority of chemicals I will be using in my biology classroom can be safely poured 
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down the drain; however, students should always have water running while disposing of 

these chemicals.  For chemicals that cannot be disposed of in the sink (such as 

halogenated or radioactive waste, which is seldom seen in the biology classroom), 

students should dispose of them into a properly marked glass or plastic jug.  The teacher 

will have to contact the Environmental Health and Safety department to determine the 

best location to dispose of these materials and usually there will be a nearby location 

where the teacher can make a drop off.    

 

Classroom Safety Specifics 

 

 There are several unique safety issues for the classroom I have been assigned at 

Central Junior High.  First, the emergency eyewash and shower stations are located 

approximately 30m down the hallway in the same location as the chemical stockroom.  

Because of this, students need to be aware that in the event of an emergency where either 

of these aides is necessary, they will have to get to that location as quickly as possible.  

The fire extinguisher and fire blanket are both located in the classroom and students 

should also be made familiar with their locations. 

 Finally, there are a variety of pets kept in the classroom as well (fish, bearded 

dragons, salamanders, and hamsters).  Because of this, students need to be aware of how 

to treat animals in a safe and responsible manner (outlined fully above).  The teacher 

should spend time outlining animal handling guidelines and demonstrating to the students 

how best to care for the animals.  A complete diagram of the classroom, including the 

location is safety items, can be seen below.    
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