
Portage Area taking extra steps for start of new school year 

 
Under normal circumstances, August 1st marks the end of summer for officials of the 
Portage Area School District. Gone are the feelings of plenty of time to sort out assorted 
odds and ends for the start of the new school year in three short weeks. Instead, the 
focus turns to completing the final details required for another successful school year.  

 
According to superintendent Eric Zelanko, this summer has been anything but a break. 
“Given COVID-19, we’ve been doing our best to prepare for the start of school on 
August 27th,” he said. Using guidance from a variety of sources including the PA 
Department of Education, the PA Department of Health, the PIAA, and the CDC, school 
officials are doing their to provide students with a safe and healthy learning environment 
when they come back to school. He stated “ the district’s Health and Safety Plan is 
revised almost daily as we learn new information and adjust accordingly.” Zelanko 
encourages community members to review the plan as well as frequently asked 
questions found on the school district’s web site. 

 
In a survey the school district conducted, the cleaning, sanitizing, disinfecting, and 
ventilation of school buildings was clearly a major concern for the community.  Zelanko 
couldn’t agree more. Over the past several months, the school district has taken many 
steps to minimize the spread of the virus within school buildings. “COVID-19 has required 
us to do an even better job than we already do,” he said. While he said he is extremely 
proud of the job the maintenance and custodial workers do, COVID-19 will require them 
to do an even better job. 

 
To help keep the buildings as virus-free as possible, the school district has invested in a 
number of additional cleaning/disinfecting tools. Two cordless handheld airless sprayers 
and one larger airless sprayer will be used to disinfect frequently touched surfaces on a 
continual basis using EPA approved disinfectants suitable for food and non-food contact. 
Zelanko noted there are some with concerns about exposing the students and staff to 
these chemicals but pointed out these are the same disinfectants used by hospitals, 
restaurants, nursing homes, and other retail businesses. “We’re taking every precaution 
possible to protect our students and staff,” he said. To help keep the buildings safe and 
healthy, the school board recently approved Zelanko’s request to add a part-time cleaner 
to the staff to help with cleaning/disinfecting  the buildings.  

 
Besides cleaning/disinfecting, the school district is taking a few other steps Zelanko feels 
the community will appreciate. The first is the addition of handless faucets in restrooms 
in the high school. The elementary had these type of faucets installed as part of the last 
renovation project. The second is additional handless bottle filling stations in place of 
water fountains in both the elementary and high school. “It’s been recommended we turn 
off water fountains and recommend students use their own water bottles, “ Zelanko said. 



“These fill stations will allow students access to refill their bottles with cold water 
throughout the day.” 

 
The school district will also be installing window air conditioning units in each 2nd floor 
classroom in the high school. “As much as we’d like to put air conditioning in the entire 
building, it simply isn’t possible,” Zelanko said when addressing the board. When cooling 
the high school was investigated as part of the guaranteed energy saving projects last 
year, the estimate was over two million dollars. “The window units aren’t the best solution 
but with students and staff required to wear face coverings, lowering the temperatures in 
the classroom is critical,” he said. According to Zelanko, the current HVAC system and 
electric system of the high school limit what the district can do to improve the situation.  

 
Zelanko is looking forward to seeing students back in the buildings on August 27th. And, 
he wants everyone to know the school district is doing as much as it can to make the 
buildings as safe and healthy as possible. Zelanko wants to thank his staff for all their 
efforts in helping the district prepare for the upcoming school year. He said, “from 
custodians, teachers, and  coaches, everyone is doing what they can to provide our 
students the opportunities they deserve.”  He concludes by saying “this has been an 
exciting and challenging time. In the few short weeks we have left, we’ll continue to 
prepare for the start of the 20-21 school year.”  
 


