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Recommendations for Purchasing Art and Craft Supplies 
June 2016 
 
California law (Education Code §32064, 
http://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?lawCode=EDC&sectionNum
=32064) prohibits the purchase of art or craft materials containing toxic substances for use by 
students in grades K-6, and requires that art products purchased for use by students in grades 7-
12 are properly labeled to inform users of long-term (chronic) health risks and instructions for 
their safe use.  These purchasing requirements apply to schools, school districts, and governing 
authorities of private schools.  California developed a list of prohibited art products 
(oehha.ca.gov/media/downloads/risk-assessment/document/artmaterialsoct2014.pdf), although 
the list is not comprehensive. 
 
For detailed information, see Art and Craft Materials in Schools: Guidelines for Purchasing and 
Safe Use, developed by the California Office of Environmental Health Hazard Assessment 
(OEHHA), 
http://oehha.ca.gov/risk-assessment/document-general-info/art-and-craft-materials-schools-
guidelines-purchasing-and-safe, October 2014.  
 
As a general rule of thumb, OEHHA suggests the following: 
 

Materials to Avoid Safer Alternatives 

Aerosols, sprays Liquid non-aerosol products, manual applicators 

Cold water dyes, commercial 
dyes, powder dyes 

Plant-based dyes 
(such as canned beets, cranberries, frozen 
blueberries, turmeric) 

Instant papier-mâché 
Papier-mâché made from newspaper and library 
paste or white paste 
(flour/starch and water) 

Powdered forms of clay, glazes, 
paints, pigments Moist clay, liquid non-aerosol products 

Products containing lead or heavy 
metals 
(enamel, glaze, paint) 

Similar products without health hazard labels, 
water-based markers and paints 

Solvent-based products 
(permanent markers, rubber 
cement, turpentine) 

Water-based glues, markers, and paints 

 
 
Labeling 
 
All art supplies sold in the United States must bear the phrase “conforms to ASTM D 4236,” 
confirming that they have been properly labeled for chronic health hazards, in accordance with 
the federal Labeling Hazardous Art Materials Act (LHAMA).   
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The Art and Creative Materials Institute (ACMI) is an organization made up of art supply 
manufacturers that agree to have their materials evaluated for safety.  Any art material evaluated 
by ACMI will bear one of the organization’s seals.  ACMI mandates a CL label (caution label) 
for products it determines contain potentially harmful ingredients.  Older products may have a 
“cautions required” HL label instead.  No material with these labels is appropriate for children. 

 
The AP (“Approved Product”) label appears on all supplies evaluated as “nontoxic” to children 
and adults.  Some older products may have a CP (“Certified Product”) or “nontoxic” HL (health 
label) seal instead of an AP label.  ACMI’s evaluations prohibit AP-labeled products from 
containing chemicals at or above California’s Proposition 65 level.  AP-labeled products also 
avoid toxic levels of known or potentially harmful chemicals as classified by the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), the National Institute of Health, and other agencies.   
 
The problem, however, is that many chemicals haven’t been tested for their safety and may be 
included in art and craft supplies.  Since children are exposed daily to many chemicals from 
different sources, and no one knows what the cumulative effect of such exposures are, exposures 
at even low levels (below the Proposition 65 levels and other levels determined by EPA as 
“safe”) can potentially be problematic.  Thus, the AP-label should be used as an initial 
screening step, and the additional criteria described below should be applied when 
determining whether to use art materials, particularly in K-6 schools.

 
 
Additional Guidelines for Art and Craft Materials 
 

Paints: Choose water-based children’s paints in solid or liquid form, such as tempera and 
poster paints.  Acrylic paints are also water-based but should be avoided because they can 
contain ammonia and formaldehyde.  Also avoid oil-based paints, spray paints, artists’ paints, 
and powdered paints.   
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Markers/Crayons: Choose unscented, water-based markers with an AP label.  Avoid 
alcohol- and solvent-based markers, both of which are often marked “permanent” or 
“waterproof.”  If you need dry-erase markers for white boards, look for those marked “low-
odor,” which are alcohol-based and less toxic than other kinds.  Consider buying dry-erase wax 
crayons instead.  
 

Glues and Adhesives: Choose white Elmer’s School Glues and Glue Sticks, white 
library paste, and adhesive tape.  Avoid model glues, rubber cement, spray adhesives, contact 
cement, super/krazy glue, and epoxy. 

 
Clay: When choosing play clays, choose flour-based clays, such as Play-Doh; earth-

based clays, such as Crayola Air-Dry Clay; or oil-based clays, such as Plasticine.  Making your 
own clay is the best option.  There are many recipes online, including one found in OEHHA’s 
Art Smarts! document, found at: oehha.ca.gov/media/downloads/risk-assessment/fact-
sheet/arthazardsguide.pdf.  Although polymer clays (a form of modeling clay) are labeled 
“nontoxic” by ACMI, these clays are made of polyvinyl chloride (PVC) softened with 
phthalates.  Phthalates have been linked to reproductive and organ damage, and manufacturing or 
burning PVC creates the carcinogen dioxin. 

 
Craft pieces:  Choose metal-free pieces, such as popsicle sticks, cotton balls, fabric 

pieces, yarn, beads, and buttons.  Avoid pieces made of metal, such as costume jewelry and 
charms, which may contain lead or other metals.  
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