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MESSAGE FROM THE EDITOR

Breathe easy with respirator training 
Millions of workers in the U.S. are required to wear respirators in a variety of 
workplaces, now more than ever. While OSHA’s respiratory standard at 1910.134 
has numerous requirements for employers, in this newsletter we’ll focus on the 
training requirements.

The standard requires employers to 
provide effective training to employees 
who are required to use respirators, 
prior to employees using respirators 
in the workplace. When respirators 
are not required by the standard or 
employer, employees who opt to wear 
them voluntarily must be provided with 
Appendix D to 1910.134.

When respirator use is required, employers must ensure that employees can 
demonstrate knowledge of at least the following:

Why the respirator is necessary and how improper fit, usage, or 
maintenance can compromise its protective effect;

What the limitations and capabilities of the respirator are;

How to use the respirator effectively in emergency situations, including 
situations in which the respirator malfunctions;

How to inspect, put on and remove, use, and check the seals of the 
respirator;

What the procedures are for maintenance and storage of the respirator;

How to recognize medical signs and symptoms that may limit or prevent 
the effective use of respirators; and

The general requirements of 1910.134.

OSHA says the training must be comprehensive, understandable, and conducted 
annually – and more often if necessary.

This month’s Training Blueprint has an outline you can use to provide employees 
with training on the use of respirators. The Employee Handout and Quiz can be 
used to reinforce learning. ♦
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Emphasize the importance of respiratory protection
Employees depend on a respirator to keep them safe and 
healthy when working in a hazardous atmosphere. Make 
sure they understand how to safely use the equipment. 

Overview
Before you can require employees to wear respirators, 
OSHA requires you to take steps to prevent the hazardous 
atmosphere from developing in the first place. The hierar-
chy of controls is as follows:

• Elimination: Physically remove the hazard

• Substitution: Replace the hazard

• Engineering controls: Isolate people from the hazard

• Administrative controls: Change the way people work

Respirators are a last line of defense that can only be used 
when the controls above are either not fully effective or 
are infeasible. 

Specific training elements 
1 . Introduce the topic .
Employers take steps to keep the air clean, and employees 
can help keep these control measures effective:

• If a certain operation is set up so that a chemical is 
enclosed in tanks, piping, or other containers, make 
sure to keep the equipment closed up;

• If a job calls for using a certain chemical, don’t 
substitute something else;

• If ventilation 
equipment is 
supposed to be 
turned on when a 
doing a job, make 
sure it’s on; and

• If ventilation 
equipment isn’t 
working properly, 
report the problem 
right away.

Despite these control measures, sometimes the air still 
isn’t safe to breathe. In this case, employees will have to 
wear a respirator while they work.

2 . Explain air contaminants .
Air contaminant hazards can include dusts, aerosol mists, 
metal fumes, evaporated vapors, released gases, or oxy-
gen-deficient atmospheres. Some particulates can cause 
metal fume fever, silicosis, or asbestosis. In the short 

term, some chemical vapors can cause dizziness or nau-
sea; in the long term, some can cause liver damage or 
cancer. Some gases act as asphyxiants, and overexposure 
can cause death. Similarly, oxygen deficient atmospheres 
can be deadly.

OSHA sets permissible exposure limits (PELs) for many 
contaminants to help employers determine if employee 
exposures are at safe levels. If control measures don’t 
reduce exposures to these safe levels, workers must wear 
respirators.

TRAINER’S NOTE: Use specific examples of your air 
contaminants and discuss your company’s air monitoring tests 
and results.

3 . Outline the capabilities and limitations of your 
respirators .
There are basically two types of respirators:

• Air-purifying respirators (including N95s, gas masks, 
chemical cartridge respirators, and powered air-
purifying respirators) clean the air as you inhale.

• Atmosphere-supplying respirators supply you with a 
separate source of clean air (self contained breathing 
apparatus (SCBA)) or personal air purifying respirator 
through a hose or tank you carry on your back.

The capabilities of a respirator depend a lot on the type 
and amount of the air contaminant and the work being 
done. For example, an N95 respirator (an air-purifying 
respirator) is capable of filtering hazardous particles from 
the air as you breathe, but it doesn’t protect you from haz-
ardous levels of solvent vapors.

An air-purifying respirator with organic vapor cartridges 
can protect you from certain levels of solvent vapors, but 
its protection stops when the vapor levels are very high. 
No air-purifying respirator can protect you when oxygen 
levels are too low; in this case you must use an atmo-
sphere-supplying respirator.

TRAINER’S NOTE: Use the manufacturer’s instructions for 
your respirators to explain their capabilities and limitations.

4 . Demonstrate how to inspect, put on and remove, 
use, and check the seals of your respirators .
Employees should inspect the respirator each time before 
using it, and again as they clean it. Self-contained breath-
ing apparatus and respirators reserved for emergency use 
must be inspected monthly.

TRAINING BLUEPRINT — RESPIRATORY PROTECTION
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Each time employees put on a respirator with 
a tight-fitting facepiece, they have to perform 
two seal checks to be sure that the facepiece is 
properly sealed and adjusted on their face. If 
leaks are detected during the seal checks, the 
facepiece must be readjusted and the check 
repeated.

TRAINER’S NOTE: Demonstrate the seal checks 
outlined in Appendix B-1 to 1910.134.

5 . Describe what to do if a respirator 
malfunctions .
It’s a clear sign that something is wrong if 
employees can smell or taste the contaminant 
while they work, if their breathing becomes 
strained, or if they notice a respirator part isn’t 
working properly.

If an employee’s respirator stops working properly while 
they’re in a hazardous atmosphere, they should immedi-
ately exit to a safe area. They shouldn’t remove the respi-
rator until they’ve left the hazardous atmosphere.

6 . Explain how to use a respirator in case of an 
emergency .
If there’s a sudden release of a hazardous chemical while 
employees are working in an area that has escape-only 
respirators available (for example, where ammonia or 
chlorine are stored), they should put on the emergency 
respirator as they exit.

Some employees may be trained and authorized to per-
form emergency responses that require respirator use. 
Examples include confined space rescue, emergency 
response to chemical releases, and interior structural fire-
fighting. If employees aren’t authorized for these emer-
gency actions, they must evacuate to a safe area.

7 . Outline your procedures for proper respirator 
maintenance and storage .
Employees should inspect the respirator before use and 
should never wear one that is dirty or damaged. Using 
the wrong procedures to clean a respirator can damage 
it – follow the manufacturer’s instructions. For example, 
cleaning a respirator with alcohol or paint thinner could 
damage the seal.

Employees must know how to report damage and get 
repairs or replacements. Only the manufacturer’s replace-
ment parts can be used to repair a respirator. 

Respirators are required to be stored where they will stay 
clean and will not be damaged.

TRAINER’S NOTE: Demonstrate or explain the respirator 
cleaning procedures in Appendix B-2 to 1910.134 as well as the 
manufacturer’s directions. 

8 . Discuss signs and symptoms that could affect an 
employee’s safe use of a respirator .
Even though employees have passed a medical evalua-
tion before wearing a respirator, remember that people 
and medical conditions can change. Medical changes 
can affect a person’s ability to safely wear a respirator. 
Examples of these include the development of shortness 
of breath, dizziness, coughing, wheezing, chest pain, 
chest injuries, lung diseases, cardiovascular conditions, or 
heart conditions. Employees should report these signs and 
symptoms right away.

9 . Emphasize the consequences of improper 
respirator use .
Employees are responsible for wearing the respirator 
correctly and reporting concerns in a timely manner. If 
they aren’t using it properly, they’re breathing unsafe 
air. Exposure to hazardous breathing conditions can lead 
to serious illness and even death. Some examples of 
improper use include:

• Using the incorrect type of filter or cartridge with an 
air-purifying respirator,

• Wearing a tight-fitting facepiece too loosely so that 
contaminated air can leak in, or

• Removing the respirator for any reason while still in 
the contaminated area.

10 . Outline the other requirements in OSHA’s 
respiratory protection standard .
While training is a large part of OSHA’s respiratory stan-
dard, it is only a portion of it. See 1910.134 for the full 
requirements. ♦

Key to remember: Respirators are among the most 
important pieces of protective equipment for working in 
hazardous environments. Employees must understand 
how to correctly wear and maintain their respirators.
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Employee Handout — Remember, your respirator is your friend
Dusts, mists, fumes, aerosols, gases, and 
vapors can be hazardous to your health. 
Overexposure can cause problems with the 

lungs, heart, liver, kidneys, nervous system, or even cause 
cancer.

Your employer must take steps to control these hazards, 
but if the air still isn’t safe, wearing a respirator can 
protect you.

Use the right respirator
Air-purifying respirators use filters, cartridges, or 
canisters that clean the air as you breathe. Examples 
include N95s, chemical cartridge respirators, gas masks, 
and powered air-purifying respirators. 

Air-purifying respirators are lightweight and portable, 
but they have limitations. They must not be used in an 
oxygen-deficient atmosphere. They must not be used 
where the concentration of air contaminants is very high 
or Immediately Dangerous to Life or Health (IDLH). You 
must use the right purifying filter, cartridge, or canister 
for the contaminant. These elements can only be used for 
limited amounts of time – they become saturated with the 
contaminant. Follow the cartridge changing schedule.

Atmosphere-supplying respirators provide clean breathing 
air from a source away from the contamination. They can 
be used for any type of contaminant and exposure level, 
but they do have limitations. Some models use an airline 
that is bulky and may limit how easily you can move 
around. Self-contained units have a limited operation 
time, and the air cylinders can be heavy to wear.

Fit tests
When a respirator has a tight-fitting facepiece, a 
successful fit test lets you know you have fitted your 
respirator properly. Fit testing should be done by a health 
and safety professional before you wear a respirator in a 
hazardous environment. If your mask does not make a 
tight seal all the way around your face when you inhale, 
you may breathe contaminated air that leaks around the 
edges of the face seal. 

You’re not able to wear a respirator with a tight-fitting 
facepiece if you have:

• facial hair that comes between the sealing surface of 
the facepiece and the face, or that interferes with a 
valve function; or

• a condition that interferes with the face-to-facepiece 
seal or valve function.

Seal checks
Seal checks are 
different than fit 
tests. You must 
do the seal checks 
each time you put 
on a respirator 
with a tight-fitting 
facepiece. In 
general, use your 
hands to close off 
the respirator’s 
inhalation ports; 
then inhale and 
feel the facepiece collapse slightly. Next, close off the 
respirator’s exhalation port; then gently exhale and feel 
the facepiece bulge out slightly. If air leaks, adjust the 
respirator and repeat the checks.

Using your respirator
Leave the hazardous area if you can smell or taste the 
contaminant. You may need to change cartridges, filters, 
canisters, or cylinders; and you need to wash your face or 
the facepiece.

Clean and disinfect your respirator as often as you need to 
so it’s clean and sanitary each time you use it.

Inspect your respirator each time that you wear it and 
when you clean it. If it’s damaged, have it repaired before 
it’s used again.

Store the respirator where it will stay clean and will not 
be damaged. ♦

Quiz — Remember, your respirator is your friend
For each question, show if you think the statement is True or False.

1. You should use an atmosphere-supplying respirator if the air is low on oxygen. True False

2. A seal check is the same as a fit test. True False

3. You can use a tight-fitting facepiece if you have a full beard. True False

4. A dust mask is an atmosphere-supplying respirator. True False

5. All respirators have some limitations. True False
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OSHA’s Fall 2021 Regulatory Agenda 
shows what’s on the horizon 
On December 10, the White House Office of Management and 
Budget (OMB) released the Fall 2021 Unified Agenda of Regula-
tory and Deregulatory Actions. The Agenda provides a look at the 
federal government’s plans to create or revise regulations in the 
next year.

Rule Timetable

Final Rules
Procedures for Handling of Retaliation Complaints 
Under the Whistleblower Protection Statutes

Final rule, December 2021

Walking Working Surfaces Final rule, October 2022

Proposed Rules
Personal Protective Equipment in Construction Proposed rule, November 2021

Powered Industrial Trucks Design Standard Update Proposed rule, November 2021

Improve Tracking of Workplace Injuries and Illnesses Proposed rule, December 2021

Arizona State Plan for Occupational Safety and Health Proposed rule, December 2021

Occupational Exposure to Crystalline Silica: Revisions 
to Medical Surveillance Provisions for Medical 
Removal Protection

Proposed rule, March 2022

Welding in Construction Confined Spaces Proposed rule, March 2022

Infectious Diseases Proposed rule, April 2022

Massachusetts State and Local Government Only 
State Plan — Initial State Plan Approval

Proposed rule, May 2022

Amendments to the Cranes and Derricks in 
Construction Standard

Proposed rule, June 2022

Tree Care Standard Proposed rule, June 2022

Shipyard Fall Protection — Scaffolds, Ladders and 
Other Working Surfaces

Proposed rule, July 2022

Occupational Exposure to Crystalline Silica; Revisions 
to Table 1 in the Standard for Construction

Proposed rule, August 2022

Lockout/Tagout Update Proposed rule, September 2022

Communication Tower Safety Proposed rule, October 2022

Update to the Hazard Communication Standard: OSHA says 
in January 2022 it will analyze comments received in September’s 
informal public hearing on the proposed updates.

Other upcoming rules are still in the early stages of development:

• Process Safety Management and Prevention of Major 
Chemical Accidents

• Emergency Response

• Mechanical Power Presses Update

• Prevention of Workplace Violence in Health Care and Social 
Assistance

• Blood Lead Level for Medical Removal

• Heat Illness Prevention in Outdoor and Indoor Work 
Settings ♦

NEWS

Resolve to evaluate your 
training program this year
Training is a major part of safety. But are you 
sure your training is as effective as you want it to 
be? Maybe it’s time to conduct an evaluation.

According to OSHA’s 
document, Resource 
for Development and 
Delivery of Training 
to Workers, there are 
three types of training 
evaluation:

• Training session 
reaction assessments,

• Learning assessments, and

• Training impact assessments.

To make sure that the training program is 
accomplishing its goals, an evaluation of the 
training can be valuable. Training should have, 
as one of its critical components, a method for 
measuring the effectiveness of the training.

When course objectives and content are 
developed for a training program, a plan for 
evaluating the training session(s) should be 
designed and integrated into the program’s other 
elements. An evaluation will help employers or 
supervisors determine the amount of learning 
achieved and whether a worker’s performance has 
improved on the job.

Among the methods for evaluating training are:

Student opinion. Questionnaires or informal 
discussions with workers can help employers 
determine the relevance and appropriateness of 
the training program.

Assessment of student learning. This can 
be accomplished through such activities as 
demonstration skills or testing.

Supervisors’ observations. Supervisors are in 
good positions to observe a worker’s performance 
— both before and after the training — and to 
note improvements or changes.

Workplace improvements. The ultimate success 
of a training program may be changes throughout 
the workplace that result in reduced injury and 
illness rates. ♦
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Court halts enforcement of 
healthcare vaccine mandate
On November 30, a Louisiana District Court halted the 
enforcement of the Federal healthcare vaccine mandate 
nationwide, pending a trial on the merits of the case or 
until further order from the Court. The mandate requires 
workers in healthcare facilities to be vaccinated against 
COVID-19 and to have received at least a first dose of 
the vaccine prior to December 6 and a second dose by 
January 4, 2022.

On November 29, a Missouri District Court halted the 
enforcement of the federal healthcare vaccine mandate 
in ten states — Missouri, Nebraska, Arkansas, Kansas, 
Iowa, Wyoming, Alaska, South Dakota, North Dakota, 
and New Hampshire — which had earlier filed a 
complaint challenging the mandate.

In both cases, the plaintiffs sought to halt the mandate’s 
enforcement pending a full judicial review of its legality, 
arguing that Congress did not provide the Centers for 
Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS) the authority to 
enact the regulation. ♦
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Question: Can a respirator be used by more than 
one person, and how often should it be cleaned 
and disinfected?

Answer: Disposable respirators such as N95s cannot 
be disinfected and therefore must be assigned to 
only one person. Disposable respirators must be 
discarded if they are soiled, physically damaged, or 
reach the end of their service life. Replaceable filter 
respirators may be shared but must be thoroughly 
cleaned and disinfected after each use before being 

worn by a different 
person, using the 
procedures in Appendix 
B–2 of 29 CFR 
1910.134, or equally 
effective procedures 
recommended by the 
manufacturer.

Question: When is respirator fit testing 
required?

Answer: Fit testing of all negative or positive 
pressure tight–fitting facepiece respirators is 
required prior to initial use, whenever a different 
respirator facepiece is used, and at least annually 
thereafter. An additional fit test is required 
whenever there are changes in the user’s physical 
condition that could affect respirator fit (e.g., facial 
scarring, dental changes, cosmetic surgery, or an 
obvious change in body weight). The employee must 
be fit tested with the same make, model, style, and 
size of respirator that will be used. ♦

Expert Help: Questions of the Month

Next Month’s Topic: 
Lockout/tagout

Employees servicing or maintaining machines 
or equipment may be exposed to serious physical 
harm or death if hazardous energy is not properly 
controlled. Compliance with the lockout/tagout 
standard prevents an estimated 120 fatalities and 
50,000 injuries each year.

Answers to quiz on page 5: 
1. True; 2. False; 3. False; 4. False; 5. True
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