Why School Floor Sanding Is Essential for Safety
and Longevity

The Unique Challenges of School Floors

Walking into a school hallway during term time is a lesson in wear and tear. Hundreds of feet -
small ones, big ones, with trainers, boots, and the occasional stray heel - pound the timber
every day. Add in the scrape of chair legs, the drag of PE equipment, and the inevitable spill
from a juice carton, and you begin to understand why hardwood flooring in schools takes a
beating unlike any other commercial setting. Over the years | have worked on urban floor
restoration projects across London, and school floor sanding stands out as one of the most
demanding tasks. The stakes are high: a worn, uneven floor is not just an eyesore; it is a trip
hazard. And when you are dealing with children, safety has to come before aesthetics, though
the two are not mutually exclusive.

The typical school floor is a mix of parquet blocks and long timber planks, often installed
decades ago. These floors were built to last, but they were not designed to endure the modern
school day without maintenance. Over time, the polyurethane coating that once gave them a
tough, glossy finish begins to chip and peel. Moisture from cleaning and spills seeps into the
gaps, causing the wood to swell and contract. Before long, you have raised edges, loose
blocks, and a surface that catches the light in all the wrong ways. That is where school floor
sanding comes in. It is not just a cosmetic fix; it is the most effective way to restore the floor's
structural integrity and bring it back to a safe, level condition.

What School Floor Sanding Actually Involves

People often ask me if sanding a school floor is the same as doing a domestic living room. The
short answer is no. The scale is larger, the wear is deeper, and the time window is tighter
because you cannot have a classroom out of action for a week. A proper school floor sanding
job starts with an assessment. | always bring a moisture meter to check that the timber is dry

enough to work with. If the wood is too damp, sanding will just gum up the sandpaper and
leave a patchy finish. A quick check with the meter tells me whether we need to let the space
air out for a day or two before we begin.


https://www.londonfloorrestoration.co.uk/
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Once the floor is dry, the real work starts. For large open areas like halls and corridors, a drum
sander is the tool of choice. It removes the old coating and levels the surface quickly. But a
drum sander cannot reach the edges. That is where edge sanding comes in - using an orbital
sander or a smaller floor grinder to work right up to the skirting boards. | have seen too many
jobs where the centre of the room looks perfect but the edges are rough and uneven. That is
not acceptable in a school, where children will be sitting and walking along those edges every
day. A thorough school floor sanding covers every square inch, from the middle of the hall to
the last corner near the door.

Choosing the Right Abrasive

Sandpaper selection is more important than most people realise. For school floors, | usually
start with a coarse grit - around 24 or 36 - to strip the old finish and flatten the surface. Then |
work my way up through 60, 80, and finally 120 grit for a smooth finish. The trick is knowing
when to stop. Go too fine, and the floor becomes too smooth for a polyurethane coating to grip
properly. Too coarse, and you will see scratch marks through the new finish. Experience
teaches you the balance. On a recent job at a primary school in east London, we used a Laufer



drum sander for the main area and switched to a Bona orbital sander for the edges. The
combination gave a consistent result across the whole floor.

Dealing with Damage Before Sanding

Not every school floor is ready to sand straight away. In many older buildings, you find gaps
between the parquet blocks where the wood has shrunk over the years. Those gaps need
filling, or they will collect dirt and become a trip hazard. Gap filling is a skill in itself. You cannot
just pour wood filler into every crack and hope for the best. The filler needs to match the colour
of the timber, and it needs to be flexible enough to move with the wood as it expands and
contracts with the seasons. | use a two-part wood filler that dries hard but retains a little give.
After filling, | let it cure fully before sanding, otherwise the filler will tear out and leave a mess.

Loose floorboards are another common issue. In a school, a loose board is a noise problem
and a safety issue. Children running along a corridor can trip on a board that lifts at one edge.
Before any school floor sanding begins, | check every board and every parquet block. If a block
is loose, | glue it back down and weight it overnight. If a whole section of timber is beyond
repair, | replace it with new wood that matches the existing floor as closely as possible. It is not
always a perfect match - timber ages differently depending on light and wear - but after
sanding and coating, the repair blends in well enough that you have to look closely to spot it.

The Dustless Difference



One of the biggest concerns school administrators have is the mess. Sanding creates fine
wood dust that can spread through a building and trigger allergies or asthma. That is why
dustless sanding has become standard practice in every school project | run. Modern floor
grinders and orbital sanders come with built-in vacuum systems that capture the dust at the
source. | use Bona machines for most of my work because their dust extraction is excellent.
The difference is night and day. With dustless sanding, we can work in a classroom on Friday
evening, finish by Sunday night, and the room is ready for Monday morning without any
lingering dust or odour. It keeps the school running with minimal disruption.

Coating and Finishing for the Long Haul

Once the school floor sanding is done, the floor is bare timber, clean and smooth. But it will not
stay that way for long without a protective coating. For schools, | recommend a polyurethane
coating every time. It is tough, resistant to water and scratches, and it dries hard enough to
withstand the daily traffic of hundreds of children. Some schools ask about wax polish or
Osmo oil finishes because they like the natural look. Those finishes are beautiful for homes or
small offices, but they do not hold up in a school corridor. A polyurethane coating, applied in
two or three coats with a floor buffer in between, gives a durable finish that lasts years with
proper maintenance.

| also use a moisture meter at the coating stage to make sure the wood is at the right moisture
content before | apply the first coat. If the wood is too dry or too wet, the coating will not bond
properly, and you will see peeling within months. It is a small step that saves a lot of trouble
later.

Maintenance Between Full Refurbishments

School floors do not need a full sanding every year. With the right maintenance, a good floor
can last five to ten years between major restorations. In between, a regular cleaning routine
with a soft brush and a damp mop keeps the surface free of grit that can scratch the coating. If
the floor starts to look dull, a light buff with a floor buffer and a fresh coat of polyurethane can
bring the shine back without the expense and disruption of a full sanding. | always tell school
caretakers to keep an eye on the edges and the areas near sinks and water fountains. Those
spots show wear first, and catching them early means a small repair instead of a big one.
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Why Professional School Floor Sanding Matters

| have walked into schools where the caretaker has tried to sand the floor themselves with a
hire machine. It never ends well. They either take off too much wood and leave a dip, or they
miss the edges, or they use the wrong grit and leave deep scratches. School floor sanding is
not a DIY job. It takes knowledge of the timber, the right tools, and an understanding of how a
school operates. You work around the school calendar, you keep the dust contained, and you
deliver a floor that is safe, level, and ready for the next term. That is what professional floor
restoration is about. In a city like London, where many schools are in old buildings with
beautiful original timber floors, getting it right matters. Those floors are part of the school's
history, and with proper care, they will last for generations to come.



