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This chapter was updated in 2024 by Steven Gilsdorf CEFP, from a previous BOK chapter by Alan 
Bigger, titled Custodial Services. 

Visiting college and university campuses across the nation is a unique and invigorating 
experience. Though the primary role of educational institutions is advancing the education 
of students and conducting research, no two campuses are the same. Some campuses 
have one million square feet or less of building space, and others have tens of millions of 
square feet. Some campuses are older, and others are newer; some may be urban and 
others rural; some may cover massive acreage of land, and others may be crammed 
between existing city buildings. 

Regardless of the differences, some measures come to mind that can impact a visitor’s 
perception of any campus. First impressions are lasting impressions, and when one walks 
on the campus for the first time, the appearance of the grounds and the buildings will have 
an immediate impact on the visitor, the student prospect visiting the campus, or the 
student’s bill-paying parents. A growing body of research clearly indicates that the 
appearance of the grounds and the cleanliness of buildings have a direct impact on 
student recruitment and retention at institutions of higher education (David Cain, Ph.D., 
and Gary L. Reynolds, P. E., “The Impact of Facilities on Recruitment and Retention of 
Students,” APPA Facilities Management Article–Part One, and APPA Facilities Management 
Article–Part Two, 2006). 

An institution that wishes to attract the best and brightest students and researchers needs 
to attend to these details and maintain the optimal level of appearance. Several research 
projects commissioned by APPA have highlighted and clearly documented the importance 
of the appearance of grounds and the appearance and cleanliness of buildings for 
students. A study by Jeffrey L. Campbell, Ph.D., and Alan S. Bigger, M.A., Cleanliness & 
Learning in Higher Education (APPA, 2008), emphasized the correlation of students’ 
perception of the impact of cleanliness on the learning environment. 

https://www.appa.org/cleaning-operations#Top


In addition to research conducted about the visible impact of cleaning on campus, Dr. 
Charles P. Gerba of the University of Arizona has conducted some solid research. A growing 
body of research demonstrates a correlation between clean facilities and lower 
absenteeism in institutions, as exemplified by Dr. Gerba’s study, Cleaning Desktops and 
Other Classroom Surfaces Reduces Absenteeism, which chronicled a 50 percent 
absenteeism reduction when certain measurable cleaning processes were practiced. 

Viruses that cause influenza, diarrhea, and respiratory illness commonly reside on school-
age children’s desktops and other surfaces in educational facilities. Every time these 
surfaces are touched, viruses can be transmitted to healthy individuals. Office buildings 
are not exempt. During the cold season, Dr. Gerba’s group found cold viruses on surfaces 
in a third of offices across the country. Thus, not only does cleaning complement a 
student’s ability to learn, but cleaning can also contribute to a student’s overall health. One 
of the most significant contributions of Dr. Gerba’s research is that it documents the 
existence of a clear relationship between cleaning and health. 

As the body of research demonstrating the importance of custodial operations at 
institutions grows, there is increasing competition among institutions to attract the best, 
and parents and students are expecting the best at an affordable price. Today’s students 
are savvy consumers as they select the institution they wish to attend. When students visit 
campuses on recruitment tours, they are looking closely at not only the academic offerings 
of an institution but also the types of resources that the mix of buildings offers on campus, 
and the cleanliness— or lack of cleanliness—could significantly impact their evaluation of 
these buildings. Keeping buildings clean is an important element in bringing and retaining 
students to our campuses. 

The COVID-19 pandemic brought building cleanliness to everyone’s forethought. 
Establishing the fact that campus cleaning produces a healthy building, and not just one 
that appears clean, became a discussion for board members and a tool for recruitment. In 
the public’s eye, the correlation between cleaning and health became all too apparent. 

Despite the mounting empirical evidence that the appearance of the grounds and buildings 
and the cleanliness of the buildings are important in recruiting and retaining students and 
providing for their health, there is an increasing, and seemingly insatiable, desire for these 
operations to become more efficient and less costly. Those desires are to be implemented 
without having a significant impact on the level or quality of services provided. 

APPA’s Operational Guidelines for Educational Facilities—Custodial, 4th edition 
(2023) documents quite clearly that there is a law of diminishing returns. We may seek to 
decrease operational overheads and clean more space with fewer custodians, yet as we do 



so, and as cleaning is done less frequently, appearances will suffer. In this environment, it 
is critical that managers understand the important role of custodial operations and that 
there is a clear and inseparable relationship between custodial services and the academic 
mission of our institutions. 

 

The Mission and Purpose of Custodial Services 
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One of the greatest challenges that a custodial manager faces is communicating the 
mission and purpose of custodial services to the administrative hierarchy. It is important 
that the mission of the custodial services be linked with the mission of the institution. The 
primary mission of custodial services is to provide a clean and healthy environment that 
supports and adds value to the educational mission of a campus. The custodial operation 
brings value to the setting of the institution by enhancing the appearance of the buildings 
and presenting an acceptable level of cleanliness that is supportive of and synergistic with 
the learning mission of the institution and its impact on student recruitment and retention. 
The policies, procedures, and programs that custodial services implement will support that 
mission. 
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The roadmap for successful custodial operations is the continuous improvement process. 
The high-performing organization takes an inventory or audit of where it is today, forecasts 
where it seeks to go (the goal) and establishes metrics with which to measure progress. The 
use of longitudinal data is a necessary and effective tool to guide the organization as it 
heads into the future. 
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The purpose of a custodial audit is to document past and current practices, and to 
determine the effectiveness of those practices in supporting the mission of the department 
and institution. Chapter 7 of APPA’s Operational Guidelines for Educational Facilities—
Custodial, 4th edition, provides an overall methodology to assist in auditing an operation 
and especially how to determine a facility’s level of appearance.  

The Fourth edition introduces additional descriptions that provide continuity with the 
Operational Guidelines for Maintenance and Grounds. The descriptions provide further 
clarity when discussing the levels of service with those not familiar with the APPA levels. 
The audit tool establishes a baseline for an institution’s level of cleanliness, and the audit 
process assists in: 

• Developing a baseline of cleanliness using APPA’s five appearance levels, displayed 
in Figure 1 

• Evaluating the results and effectiveness of modifying procedures 

• Establishing performance evaluations and a feedback process 

• Creating a quality assurance program that not only provides feedback to the 
custodial team member but also includes customer feedback 

Figure 1. Custodial Appearance Levels 

Level 1: Orderly Spotlessness—Showpiece Facility 

• The floors and base moldings shine and/or are bright and clean; the colors are fresh. 
There is no buildup in corners or along walls. 

• All vertical and horizontal surfaces have a freshly cleaned or polished appearance 
and have no accumulation of dust, dirt, marks, streaks, smudges, or fingerprints. 
Lights all work, and fixtures are clean. 

• Washroom and shower fixtures and tile gleam and are odor-free. Supplies are 
adequate. 

• Trash containers and pencil sharpeners hold only daily waste and are clean and 
odor-free. 

Level 2: Ordinary Tidiness—Comprehensive Care 

• The floors and base moldings shine and/or are bright and clean. There is no buildup 
in corners or along walls, but up to two days’ worth of dust, dirt, stains, or streaks 
can be present. 



• All vertical and horizontal surfaces are clean, but marks, dust, smudges, and 
fingerprints are noticeable upon close observation. Lights all work, and fixtures are 
clean. 

• Washroom and shower fixtures and tile gleam and are odor-free. Supplies are 
adequate. 

• Trash containers and pencil sharpeners hold only daily waste and are clean and 
odor-free. 

Level 3: Casual Inattention—Managed Care 

• The floors are swept or vacuumed clean, but upon close observation, there can be 
stains. A buildup of dirt and/or floor finish in corners and along walls can be seen. 

• There are dull spots and/or matted carpets in walking lanes. There are streaks or 
splashes on the base molding. 

• All vertical and horizontal surfaces have obvious dust, dirt, marks, smudges, and 
fingerprints. The lamps all work, and the fixtures are clean. 

• Trash containers and pencil sharpeners hold only daily waste and are clean and 
odor-free. 

Level 4: Moderate Dinginess—Reactive 

• The floors are swept or vacuumed clean but are dull, dingy, and stained. There is an 
obvious buildup of dirt and/or floor finish in corners and along walls. 

• There is a dull path and/or obviously matted carpet in the walking lanes. The base 
molding is dull and dingy, with streaks or splashes. 

• All vertical and horizontal surfaces have conspicuous dust, dirt, smudges, 
fingerprints, and marks. 

• Lamp fixtures are dirty, and some (up to five percent) lamps are burned out. 

• Trash containers and pencil sharpeners have old trash and shavings. They are 
stained and marked. 

• Trash containers smell sour. 

Level 5: Unkempt Neglect—Crisis 

• The floors and carpets are dull, dirty, dingy, scuffed, and/or matted. There is a 
conspicuous buildup of old dirt and/or floor finish in corners and along walls. Base 



molding is dirty, stained, and streaked. Gum, stains, dirt, dust balls, and trash are 
broadcast. 

• All vertical and horizontal surfaces have major accumulations of dust, dirt, 
smudges, and fingerprints—all of which will be difficult to remove. Lack of attention 
is obvious. 

• Light fixtures are dirty with dust balls and flies. Many lamps (more than five percent) 
are burned out. 

• Trash containers and pencil sharpeners overflow. They are stained and marked. 
Trash containers smell sour. 

However, to develop baselines from whence your organization came, it is important to go 
back through your records and clearly document certain key pieces of information. Data 
from the previous five years (more years would be more meaningful) should include the 
following elements: 

• A building inventory of how many buildings have been maintained and their 
cleanable square feet over the years. The gross square feet method provides only a 
thumbnail sketch; the cleanable square feet method is much more effective, as 
there are many areas and spaces in a building that a custodial staff may not clean. 

• A staffing inventory that has been used to clean these buildings over the years that 
are being audited. 

• The categories or types of spaces maintained, such as classrooms, offices, and 
public areas. 

• The square feet cleaned per custodian during those years. 

• The cost per square foot to maintain these spaces, with labor costs per square foot 
and supplies cost per square foot. 

• The level of appearance or quality of service provided during the years. 

In 1992, APPA published the first edition of the Custodial Staffing Guidelines, in which the 
levels of appearance were originally established and defined. The guidelines originally 
defined 10 room types. APPA’s current guidelines provide for 23 room types; the ideal 
would be to correlate spaces as closely as possible to those room types. The 23 room 
types, productivity associated with each room type, and service level are displayed in 
Figure 2. 



 

Figure 2. APPA Staffing Service Levels 

A cleaning audit should document—albeit retroactively—the level of service provided over 
the years. APPA’s guidelines provide a weighting system that can be used during the audit 
process, as not all areas or spaces may have equivalent weight. 

Conducting this audit will help establish a baseline for operations and document activities 
that have taken place over the years. The audit will provide the total square feet cleaned, 
the number of full-time equivalent (FTE) employees that it takes to clean the space, the 
average square feet maintained by each FTE employee, the cost per square foot for labor 



and supplies, and the APPA level of appearance that has been provided by these services. 
One can take these data in summary form to indicate to the administration the 
effectiveness of the organization. 

 


