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Welcome to Custodian Crossings – your idea-starter for sustainable school  
cleanliness strategies! 

This publication is just one of the outcomes of the National C.L.E.A.N.® Awards Program. 
It highlights some of the innovative efforts of custodians across the nation who have been 
recognized as leaders in the National C.L.E.A.N.® movement. Building upon their core 
achievements in fostering and maintaining clean, healthy school settings, they are now 
sharing their strategies and solutions with you. So throughout this booklet, you’ll find ever-
green ideas that can work across a wide variety of school environments – including yours.

You’ll discover how these five custodians overcame challenges … engaged their  
school communities … and above all, contributed to the health and well-being of these  
communities on a daily and long-term basis. 

We invite you to put their strategies and bright ideas to work in your school, too!

The National Awards Program  
is a joint initiative of:

Go to www.neahin.org/cleanaward for more information!

About the Award 
The National C.L.E.A.N® Awards Program recognizes the contributions that custodians 
make to public health in their schools, communities, and their profession. The annual awards 
are presented to school custodians who demonstrate outstanding leadership in school  
cleanliness and reflect the contributions that Education Support Professionals (ESPs) can 
make to public health.
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On the Cover: Group Photo/From left to right: Nancy Bock (ACI), Jennie Young (NEA HIN), Paula Monroe (NEA Executive Committee), Wendy Fowler (recipient), 
Frank Lotito (recipient), Len Paolillo (NEA Executive Committee), Kathy Osborne (recipient), Greg Johnson (NEA Executive Committee), Rick Larkin (recipient), 
Christy Levings (NEA Executive Committee), Pat Lortie (top recipient), Laura Montgomery (NCESP), Jerry Newberry (NEA HIN), Roxanne Dove (NEA ESPQ),  
Nora Howley (NEA HIN).



2010 Runner-Up 
Wendy Fowler
Custodian for 24 Years
Wilkinsburg Junior-Senior High School 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania
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2010 Runner-Up 
Rick Larkin
Custodian for 21 Years
Hopewell Elementary
West Chester, Ohio
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2010 Runner-Up 
Kathleen Osborne
Custodian for 10 Years
Centerville Elementary
Frederick, Maryland
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2010 Runner-Up 
Frank Lotito
Custodian for 17 Years
Yantacaw Elementary
Nutley, New Jersey
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2010 Top Recipient   
Patrick Lortie
Head Custodian for 29 Years
Woodlan Junior-Senior High School 
Woodburn, Indiana
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BRIGHT
IDEASLook for                          throughout these pages!

Check the back cover to meet  
the 2009 award recipients.



During his 22 years as head custodian at Woodlan Junior-Senior High School,  
Pat Lortie has changed every door lock, locker combination, ceiling tile and floor tile 
more times than he can count. What hasn’t changed is his constant quest for new  
innovations that contribute to a clean and healthy school environment.

Personality Makes a Difference
Famous for his neon pink suspenders and his cheerful demeanor, Pat Lortie’s  
contributions go above and beyond his skilled supervision of the custodial team. He 
actively participates in school and student activities – in fact, over the years he has 
dressed as Santa, Abe Lincoln, a clown, and Woodlan Warrior mascot – showing that 
is okay to have fun at school while getting the work done.

When times were hard and spirits were low in the 1990s, Pat single-handedly painted 
the school’s interior in bright, fresh colors in a concerted effort to build morale. It 
took him two years to complete, but he never thought of quitting … and as a result, 
the school newsletter dubbed him “Leonardo DaLortie.” 

Pat takes great pride in his crew, his own work, and the school. “I strive to make our 
building the safest, cleanest and friendliest facility possible for our students, staff and 
the community,” he says.  

Creativity Gets the Job Done
Innovation has always been one of Pat’s greatest tools. An unused, clean weed sprayer 
becomes a mixing unit for disinfectant cleaner … and enables him to quickly spray 
locker rooms, wrestling mats and restrooms, thus minimizing the likelihood of  
contamination.  While awaiting new hand sanitizing equipment, he improvised a  
“mobile sanitizing station,” by mounting a hand sanitizing dispenser on a rolling cart. 
This gave students and staff ready access to a cleaning station wherever they were – 
an opportunity that was especially important while waiting in the lunch line.

Pat Lortie
Bringing Innovation to the Workplace

Pat Lortie on the job …  and with his 
cash award.

Woodburn, IN
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BRIGHT
IDEAS

2010 Top Recipient

•	 Be visible! Pat wears neon pink suspenders – and is known throughout the school community. 

• Support school morale. Pat painted the entire school interior in bright fresh colors, earning himself the 
nickname “Leonardo DaLortie” in the process.

• Make it easy to maintain clean hands. Pat created a temporary mobile sanitizing cart that can be 
transported to key hand cleaning spots – like the cafeteria line.

• Focus on solutions, not challenges. Pat often creates specialized tools to make tasks easier for his 
team – like adding a long handle to a basic putty knife, which is then used to scrape gum and goo from  
hard-to-reach spots.

• Be an active participant in the school community. Pat attends every local school board meeting and 
thus is part of key decision-making. 

• Sprinkle some fun into the school day! Pat has made “guest appearances” dressed as Abe Lincoln 
… a circus clown … and even a “Woodlan Warrior,” the school mascot.



His innovations also benefit the custodial crew.  To reduce back and knee problems,  
he attached a putty knife to a long handle for use in scraping gum off the floors and  
bleachers. He also constructed a ceiling tile remover, so that a ladder is no longer  
necessary for tile replacement.

Joining the Decision Makers
As president of the East Allen County Schools Custodial Association, Pat is  
involved with policy decisions – in fact, the Education Support Professionals’ (ESP) 
Associations and the Teachers’ Association recently helped elect two new school 
board members.  He attends every local school board meeting, and served on the 
district’s interview team for prospective school board members. He also initiated a 
meeting with a new superintendent to share the important and essential contributions 
made by the custodial staff.

He supports future decision-makers, too. As a mentor and supervisor  
for interns, Pat teaches the work-readiness skills expected from 
future employers. n

When a team of architects and engineers toured Pat’s 108-year-old school to review future maintenance priorities, it was noted 
that despite the building’s age, Woodlan is extremely well maintained. It is Pat Lortie’s professionalism, dedication, leadership, 
and innovation – and perhaps even the bright-pink suspenders – that has helped make this a reality.

“Cleaning for health – and not just for appearance – 

has the power to impact how students learn and staff 

perform. Keeping students and staff safe and healthy 

affects student achievement and is a major step forward 

in the educational process.”

                         – Pat Lortie

Woodburn, IN
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Wendy Fowler
Recapturing History with Pride

In a school dating back 122 years, there are corridors filled with 
stories and traditions. But when these corridors are also filled with 
clutter, it takes a leader like Wendy Fowler to rewrite history.

Restoring Four Stories of History
Many thought of the building as an old, dirty relic, so Wendy  
set out to change that image. Since 1986, Wendy Fowler has 
mopped, scrubbed, polished and made repairs to every building in  
Pittsburgh’s Wilkinsburg School District – including a junior-
senior high school built in 1888, where her energy and enthusiasm 
resulted in her promotion to head custodian after her first year of 
employment. She credits her willingness to go the extra mile as 
having aided in changing the opinions of custodians overall among 
the staff, students and community.  

Indeed, her strategies for using new technology and health-focused 
techniques have restored more than just the shine to Wilkins-
burg Junior-Senior High School. They have resulted in a cleaner, 
healthier and safer school.  

The four story building has no elevator, but what it does have is 
architectural beauty. Today, the architectural beauty shines again, 
and students and staff take great pride in their school. And this 
pride has extended out into the community, as local use of the 
building has increased. It now hosts evening classes, and the  
Pittsburgh Symphony Orchestra has even performed there.

Ensuring Safe Fire Drills
Wendy helped plan monthly fire drills, a must in a four-story 
school building. She took a leadership role and notified the local 
fire department in advance of scheduled drills.  And when the 
school was experiencing “false alarms,” it was Wendy’s know-how 
that resolved the issue. She inserted blue dye inside the alarm 
boxes … which enabled the school to apprehend two students who 
were pulling the alarms for sport.

Training Staff and Students Alike
Wendy works closely with the district building and grounds  
supervisor to test and select better and safer cleaning products and 
equipment. She also develops ongoing training seminars for the 
custodial staff to teach new techniques and correct use of the latest 
products. 

Her training sessions don’t stop with the custodial staff. Ten years 
ago, with the help of the district’s custodial supplier, Wendy 
started the first handwashing demonstration in the three elementary 
schools. They continue today, and demonstrations now include  
the use of hand sanitizers as an option when handwashing isn’t 
possible.

Clean Equipment = Reduced Germ Spread
Each day, equipment used for cleaning and maintenance is properly 
cleaned, disinfected, and stored for the next day’s use, in order 
to prevent the spread of bacteria. This practice is one that Wendy 
notes is easily overlooked, but is essential in maintaining a healthy 
environment. 

“I hope my efforts have instilled the 
message that a clean, safe and healthy 
environment is a necessity for the 
ongoing education of present and  
future students,” she says. Anyone 
who steps inside historic  
Wilkinsburg Junior-Senior High 
knows that she has succeeded. n

Wendy Fowler’s dedication and hard work have  
paid off in many ways. Absences due to illness  
are down, but school pride is up, along with  
recognition of the important role of custodial  
workers. She continues to help her new-and- 
improved landmark school make history every day.

Pittsburgh, PA
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BRIGHT
IDEAS

• Showcase your school’s best assets. In Wendy’s case, the main  
building is 122 years old … so she places special focus on making the  
historical architecture shine. 

• Use creativity. Wendy plans the monthly fire drills at her school. When “false 
alarms” were being pulled, she placed blue dye on the alarm box levers to 
identify the culprits!

• Make training a priority – for the whole school community. Wendy  
conducts or arranges for training sessions on important health/hygiene  
techniques and new cleaning products. She also devised handwashing  
demonstrations for younger students, to ensure that they are ready to  
join in the schools’ diligent handwashing efforts.

• Stay ahead of germs! Wendy’s method of daily disinfection of equipment  
prior to storing them helps prevent the growth and spread of bacteria via  
cross-contamination.



Rick Larkin
Fostering a Clean and Safe  
Environment for All Students

Lakota Local Schools has a custodial mission statement:  
“To support academic excellence by maintaining a clean and safe  
learning environment so that ALL Lakota students may achieve to 
their fullest potential.”  

Rick Larkin has taken this mission to heart – doing everything 
within his power to not only provide a clean and safe environment 
… but to enable every member of the school community to benefit 
from his endeavors.

A Non-Traditional Leader
Whether it’s as the Chess Master to the school’s annual chess 
champion or in his volunteer role as mentor to eighth graders at the 
neighboring junior high, 21-year veteran Rick Larkin has stepped 
in to empower youth to rise to their own potential.  

As part of the Butler County Career Based Intervention Program 
(CBIP), he works with five students each year, providing them  
with a work experience that makes them feel valued and productive 
while teaching them a work ethic and skills to help them later in 
life. In the last 10 years, Rick has mentored 50 young men through 
this program, many of whom have returned to visit him after 
they’ve moved on to high school. In fact, some have chosen to 
continue to work with and learn from him, rather than switching to 
paying afterschool jobs.

Rick serves as an advocate for students with particular needs, too. 
To enable a student to access her classes via wheelchair, Rick  
ensured that her movement through the building would be  
unrestricted. He had ramps built, repaired her motorized wheelchair, 
and continues to maintains and run the chairlift when needed. 

Rick Larkin is admired by staff and students alike. He views his 
work as more than a job. It is a way for him to make a real  
difference in the lives of the children and adults in West Chester.

Championing Health and Safety
Rick is a member of the school’s indoor air quality (IAQ) team.  
Despite budget cuts that reduced the size of his team, Rick and 
his two colleagues continue to maintain the same safe, healthy 
and clean school environment. They reduce air-borne allergens 
by changing air filters more frequently, and routinely disinfect 
touch-points (high traffic/high touch) and Ki-vac areas. They also 
disinfect tables and desk tops regularly – and in fact, the increased 
disinfecting has resulted in fewer illnesses and better attendance  
for both students and staff, thus enhancing the overall learning 
environment. 

Rick goes a step beyond his work on the IAQ team through his 
role on the school safety/crisis team. He is trained in the use of the 
defibrillator and is well-versed on important health-related topics 
including first aid, insecticides, and blood-borne pathogens.

Indeed, Rick’s participation in all aspects of the school’s well-being, 
from the physical health of students and staff to the nurturing of 
future workforce members, has positioned  
him as a true leader … and allowed not  
only the building, but its community  
members to shine. n

West Chester, OH
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• Take an active role in the lives of students. Each year, Rick mentors up to 
five students – teaching them his craft as well as instilling in them a strong 
work ethic and sense of responsibility.   

• Facilitate access for all students. Rick has adapted his building’s  
stairways to make them navigable for disabled students.

• Control allergens and germs! Rick’s team reduced airborne allergens by 
changing air filters frequently. They also clean desks and tables regularly –  
a habit that has been credited with reducing school absenteeism.

• Be your school’s health and safety expert. Rick stays up-to-date with  
current research and is well-versed in important health practices like  
defibrillator use, first aid, safe and proper use of insecticides, and  
reducing risk from blood-borne pathogens.



Frank Lotito
A Holistic Approach to a 
Healthy School Community

Using modern technology and sustainable practices within his 
108-year old school, Frank Lotito – Yantacaw Elementary School 
custodian for the past 17 years – brings the latest in best practices 
to his daily endeavors.   

In Tune with Best Practices in Health
Frank’s advanced computer skills give him easy access to current 
information on the latest and best practices for cleaning. As Lotito 
notes, “The role of custodians has changed over the past few years, 
due to such issues as the emergence of the H1N1 virus and the 
increasing number of students who suffer from allergies, some of 
which are life-threatening. Hard work and patience is the key to 
creating a safe and healthy learning environment.”

He has modified cleaning practices to combat and curtail 
communicable diseases such as SARS and MRSA. 

He’s also adapted his daily routine to address the 
H1N1 threat, through tasks such as disinfecting 
hand railings and water fountains more often. He 
takes special care preparing the lunch tables before 
and between lunch periods, cleaning thoroughly  
so that students with food allergies are not at risk of 

coming into contact with allergens – peanut oil, 
for example – that otherwise  

may be left from the previous 
lunch period.

Striving for Solutions
Frank’s outstanding  

communication skills 
result in an excellent 
rapport with students, 
staff, administrators, 

parents, and the community. As a role model, he is involved with 
the Family Service Bureau and the Student Council food and  
clothing drives.  

He also worked with the Greencycle Club to place recycling 
containers in every classroom; these are collected by students each 
week. In fact, Yantacaw was the first school in the township to 
adopt this policy. Working with the PTO, Frank also encourages 
recycling in the lunchroom.  

Another of Franks solutions is to involve students in his health 
initiatives. He helped form the “Scrub Club” that encourages 
handwashing through colorful bathroom posters, and overall, he 
inspires the students to keep their school as clean and healthy as 
their homes.

Going Above and Beyond
One of Frank’s most admirable efforts came after tragedy struck 
Yantacaw Elementary in July 2007. A fourth grade classroom ceiling 
collapsed during the summer when, thankfully, the classroom was 
empty. He dealt with television crews, school board members,  
commissioners, administrators, and parents.

After the collapse, more than half of the classroom ceilings had 
to be removed – and no one thought the school could reopen in 
September. Frank and his custodial crew worked with other staff to 
ensure that the classrooms were clean and environmentally safe for 
the children’s return.

Indeed, Frank’s leadership salvaged the start of the 2007 school 
year. But his ceiling-to-boiler room cleaning approach has helped 
ensure a healthy school community for seventeen years – and 
counting. n

After Yancataw’s ceiling collapse, Frank Lotito  

ensured that the school was ready for the first day 

of class. And as one teacher recalls, “He became a 

hero to the entire community.” But before and since 

that crisis, his heroic efforts in ensuring a safe and 

healthy school have been seen on a daily basis – 

year after year.

Nutley, NJ
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• Take advantage of technology. Frank keeps himself current by tapping into 
online information about custodial best practices. 

• Use what you learn. As he stays current on health issues like MRSA, SARS 
and H1N1, Frank has initiated new cleaning policies, like disinfecting railings 
and water fountains more often.  

• Be a prevention advocate. Aware that food allergens are a growing issue 
among children, Frank ensures that lunch tables are cleaned between midday 
meal shifts, to remove any allergen residue such as peanuts or peanut oil. He 
also promotes frequent handwashing – and in fact, was instrumental in forming 
his school’s “Scrub Club.”  

• Foster “stewardship” among young citizens. Frank initiated recycling in 
every classroom in the school … and works regularly with groups like  
Student Council to engage students in the mission of a clean, healthy and 
conscientious school environment.  



Kathleen Osborne
Using Tried-and-True Team Building  
Techniques in a Brand-New School 

Having watched the school’s construction, Kathy has made it her 
business to know as much as possible about every system in and 
around the building. In this way, she works to keep the building  
in its original sparkling shape.

Practicality Makes a Lasting Difference
Kathy and her custodial staff of four clean the desks every night. 
All teachers are provided with sanitizing wipes, and the use of  
special dust cloths has helped contain allergens. These simple  
practices have resulted in fewer illnesses and lower absenteeism.

Children’s safety is another focus and major concern of Kathy’s, 
so she had a yellow line painted along the front sidewalk. Students 
now adhere to their “safe zone,” waiting for the car-rider traffic to 
come to a stop.

Involving Students To Achieve Cleanliness Goals
Knowing that the best tactic is a team approach, Kathy initiated a 
“Golden Dust Pan Award,” encouraging teachers and students alike 
to keep classrooms clean. Each classroom is responsible for its own 
space, including desks and the floor beneath them.

The “Golden Dust Pan” is hung outside the classroom that has  
remained the cleanest for the week. At the end of the school year, 
the class with the highest number of awards is treated to an ice 
cream party – along with a dozen roses for the teacher.

Promoting a “Green” Building
Another key focus for Kathy is energy conservation. Here again, 
she got the kids and staff involved in the solutions.

Kathy started a recycling program that focuses on collecting all 
paper, bottles, and cans in the classrooms and milk cartons in  
the cafeteria. As such, when the school district implemented a 
system-wide recycling program, Centerville Elementary was  
ahead of the curve, having already met most of the requirements.  

She also invited the art class to develop “Flip the Switch” signage; 
these are now posted by every light switch. Other electricity-saving 
efforts include friendly emails to teachers about the energy costs of 
leaving equipment on overnight.  Now, as the school’s official  
energy conservation representative, she advises other schools on 
how to implement recycling programs and other conservation efforts.

It’s this global perspective combined 
with a practical look at the day-to-day 
challenges that are enabling Kathy to 
keep her new “oversized” building 
safe and healthy. Indeed, her efforts 
may just keep the building looking 
as new as it did on opening day! n

Frederick, MD

Lead custodian of a school built just five years ago may sound like an easy job. But the school 
has 87,175 square feet to clean, and with 900 children, it’s the largest elementary school in 
Frederick County, Maryland.
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• Hit potential health issues head-on. Kathleen strives to control allergens 
and germs on surfaces by cleaning desks daily and ensuring that all  
teachers have sanitizing wipes on hand for in-class use. This diligence  
has resulted in fewer illnesses and lower absenteeism.

• Empower kids to be part of the solution. The school’s Gold Dust Pan 
Award for cleanest classroom was Kathleen’s creation. She awards it to 
one classroom each week; the class with the most weekly “wins” earns 
an end-of-year ice cream party – and flowers for the teacher!

• Be a role model for energy conservation. Kathleen started the 
schools recycling program … and promotes energy savings throughout 
the school community. She enlisted the art classes to create Flip the 
Swtitch signs for every light switch, and conducted an email campaign 
to remind teachers to turn off equipment at night. She even advises 
other schools on energy savings!

• Consider safety at all times. Kathleen takes her keen eye for school 
improvements beyond her own job description. She had a yellow “safety 
zone” painted on surrounding sidewalks to keep kids away from curbside traffic.  



BRIGHT IDEAS
1.  Make Health and Safety the Top Priority  

• Advocate for the development of a local association health and safety committee  

(or become a member if one already exists)

•  Advocate for hand hygiene supplies and equipment in your school

•  Make indoor environmental quality a priority – change air filters regularly and  

encourage clutter-free classrooms and offices

• Advocate for district-wide training on custodial “best practices” 

2.  Stay Up-to-Date 
• Use the web! It’s a great source of reliable health and safety information

• Get training! Take part in school, district, and NEA-related trainings on health and safety

• Network with others in your field to share ideas and best practices – Do so by joining  

NEA’s ESP Groupsite at neaesp.groupsite.com

• Become social network savvy. Follow NEA, NEA HIN and ACI on Twitter and Facebook

3. Engage With Other Members of the School Community

• Create an award for the cleanest classroom or lunch table, or even for the most cans 

or bottles recycled

• Teach students and other staff about school cleanliness and hand hygiene

• Attend school-related meetings, such as Board of Education and PTA/PTO meetings

• Volunteer to become student mentor or advisor 

4.  Bring Your “Personality” to Work
• Reinvent your “uniform” to include a quirky one-of-a-kind accessory

• Give your custodial cart or floor scrubber a “personality” – paint it to be a fictional  

creature or animal; invent a name and characteristics

• Join in school activities like field day, holiday parties, and sporting events – dress up like the  

school mascot

• Be inventive! Brainstorm with your team to create customized tools for special cleaning challenges

5.  Be a Friend to the Environment
• Advocate for or promote a recycling program in your school

• Encourage students, teachers and other staff to turn off lights and equipment when not in use

• Engage students as “deputy environmentalists” 

• Invite art and creative writing classes to develop school banners and signs that promote  

recycling and environmental awareness
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Award Program At-a-Glance:   
• Completed application packages must be postmarked on or 

before December 1, 2010.

• Applicants may self-nominate or they may be nominated by 
someone in their school, district, or state/local affiliate.  

• The awards will recognize a single custodian or a team of 
custodians from one school.

• Only NEA members who are employed in a K-12 school 
located within the U.S. are eligible to apply.

• Five awards (one top recipient and four runners-up) will be 
presented at the NEA National ESP Conference in Washington, 
DC (March 11-13, 2011).

Award Package:
The National C.L.E.A.N.® Award recipients will receive:

• All expense paid trip, including travel, lodging, meals, and 
salary reimbursement, to the NEA National ESP Conference to 
receive award 

• Complimentary registration fee for one guest to attend the NEA 
National ESP Conference 

• Cash Award

• One year NEA and National Council of Education Support 
Professionals (NCESP) membership

• Recognition in national, state, and local publications and  
magazines

Eligibility:   
Custodians who are NEA members and employed in a K-12 
school located within the U.S. are eligible to apply. Applicants 
must be in the profession of custodian (not maintenance, 
HVACR or other related job), have at least three years of  
experience as a custodian, and be a full-time equivalent  
employee (work at least four hours a day). 
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2011 C.L.E.A.N® Award

A single custodian or a team of custodians at a school may apply. 
If a team of custodians is selected only one award package will 
be offered and must be shared among team members. The  
applicant must be willing and able to receive the award at the 
NEA National ESP Conference. 

Application/Review Process:
Application packages must be submitted by mail and must be 
typed. Application packages must be postmarked on or before 
December 1, 2010.  

Applicants/nominators will provide information on their/the  
nominee’s worksite, cleaning responsibilities, how they have 
demonstrated leadership for school cleanliness, evidence of  
collaboration and how their work has enhanced the image of  
the custodian. Applications will be evaluated on originality, 
creativity, ability to sustain results, evidence of teamwork and 
program impact.

To Apply:     
Download application forms at www.neahin.org/cleanaward/
apply2011/index.html. If you have questions or would like the 
application forms mailed to you email cleanaward@nea.org.  
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Are you a candidate for the 2011 C.L.E.A.N.® Award? 
Do you know a custodian who is a candidate for the 2011 C.L.E.A.N.® Award? 



Past Award Recipients   

Briana Rivera 
Anniston, Alabama

The National Awards Program  
is a joint initiative of:

Go to www.neahin.org/cleanaward for more information!

NEA Health Information Network           National Education AssociationAmerican Cleaning Institute

Pat Nicholson, now a national spokesperson 
on cleaning for health 
Bremerton, Washington

Hanover-Horton Team  
Cindy Fisher   
Angela Guisinger  
John Smith  
Horton, Michigan

Rick Johnson  
Mishawaka, Indiana

Felicia Palmer 
Blythewood,  
South Carolina

2009 Runners-Up: 

2009 Top Recipient:  

YOU could be the next C.L.E.A.N.® Award Recipient!

Congratulations
American Cleaning Institute: www.cleaninginstitute.org


