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Teaching students about fire safety is always a challenge.  It isn’t a topic that is high on their list of “things to do” 
when they come to school each fall, and as the semester goes on, it probably moves even lower because of the pres-
sures of studying and the allure of social life.  We all know fire safety is important and trying to teach it to students in 
creative ways that will “stick” is difficult.

There is one demographic where fire safety can be even more important – that is students with disabilities.  More 
students who have a disability of some nature are attending colleges and universities.  Through a study conducted by 
the Minger Foundation under a DHS Fire Prevention and Safety Grant, it was found that a number of schools are not 
prepared to provide fire safety education tailored to this audience.  Many of the schools assumed that someone else 
was taking care of it (the Office of Disabilities, Environmental Health and Safety or the local fire department were a 
few candidates that were mentioned) but, in reality, it appeared that no one was taking it on.

While it is always a challenge teaching any student fire safety, it can be even more so for students with disabilities 
because of the lack of information or resources available for educators to use.  In addition, there is a lack of training 
material that will help fire safety educators understand how to tailor standard fire safety information for people with 
disabilities.  Fire is fire and it will kill just the same, no matter if you are someone who can walk unaided or uses a 
wheelchair.  A person’s response to a fire, however, can be dramatically different if they have a disability.
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Mental Health on Campuses
The issue of mental health on campuses across the country has come to the forefront after tragedies such as the 
Virginia Tech shooting, or other horrific events that make everyone sit up and pay attention. But after the headlines 
fade, the question remains about what is happening on campuses and, more importantly, what is being done to 
address it? And what impact does this have on fire safety? Does it even have an impact?

The demand for mental health services is growing at a significant rate. According to the Center for Collegiate Mental 
Health (CCMH), based at the University of Pennsylvania, 2015 report, over a period of five years “the average level of 
counseling center utilization grew by 30% while the average institutional enrollment grew by only 5%, and…this 
growth in demand includes a persistent increase in “threat to self” characteristics such as non-suicidal self-injury and 
suicidal ideation.”

The need for urgent care is further evidenced in the same report where the need for rapid-access hours per client has 
increased by 28%, while it has decreased 7% for routine hours per client.

This is the situation that is happening at the University of Colorado at Boulder. “Another trend is the severity of pre-
sentations,” said Matthew Tomatz, Outreach Services Lead for Counseling and Psychiatric Services. “(We’re seeing) 
more students in critical situations.”

At the University of Massachusetts-Amherst, the number of students being seen has been increasing as well. 
“We saw, in last year prior, 10.5% of the student population and it has been bumping up each year,” similar to Planning for National 

Campus Fire Safety 
Month
By Ed Comeau

For the thirteenth year, September 
will be National Campus Fire Safety 
Month. Letters have gone out to 
all the nation’s governors asking 
them to sign proclamations, and 
I’m working on getting resolutions 
introduced in the United States 
Congress as well. Since starting in 
2005, over 370 proclamations have 
been issued, an incredible amount.

More importantly, however, is 
that schools and communities are 
doing more fire safety programs 
on their campuses, and since the 
program started there has been a 

Teaching students with disabilities about fire safety
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FROM THE EDITOR
CAMPUS FIREWATCH

Community Service Project Bringing Town and Gown 
Together
What’s a good way to teach students fire safety? How about letting them DO fire safety?

This September, a select group of communities and schools will be doing Town/Gown 
Fire Safety Community Service projects where students will be working alongside fire 
fighters, going into homes and helping to install smoke alarms. They will learn, first 
hand, how to install smoke alarms and the importance of early warning. 

This project is being led by Campus Firewatch in partnership with First Alert, who is 
donating the smoke alarms. It came out of a grant project I worked on with the Minger 

Foundation where we developed pilot programs across the nation and on Indian Reservations with the same focus.  
It was a very successful effort and it provided students with the opportunity to earn community service hours while 
learning fire safety.

I really appreciate the support from First Alert in 
helping make this a reality. When I approached them 
with the idea, they were immediately on board with 
it, and together we started approaching communi-

ties to see if they would like to participate. The response has been tremendous, and is also a bit eye-opening in that 
some of the schools and fire departments are suggesting student groups that I would not have originally thought of, 
such as students in social sciences who are already going into the homes to assist in the community, or students at 
one of the military academies who are doing community service work.

Students on the Navajo Indian Reservation installed smoke alarms in homes as part of a community service project under 
the Minger Foundation.

We’ll have a lot more detail on this in an upcoming issue of Campus Firewatch and online at our Facebook page and 
on Twitter, so keep an eye out!

• • •
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By preventing a fire it is possible to even avoid having to respond to one.  
Again, it is the same prevention measures for everyone, but for people with 
disabilities there might need to be a heightened sense of awareness of their 
surroundings and actions to avoid contributing to a fire.

One of the first hurdles for fire safety educators is realizing the breadth of 
different disabilities that exist and understanding their potential impact 
on someone being able to prevent or respond to a fire.  Unfortunately, the 
National Fire Incident Reporting System (NFIRS) does not capture information 
regarding the impact that a disability may have had on the outcome of a fire.  
However, according to the National Fire Protection Association (NFPA), the 
American Community Survey determined that approximately 9 percent of 
people in the United States that were five years of age or older “had a long-
lasting physical disability that could make it difficult or impossible to escape a 
fire independently.”

The NFPA has estimated that physical disabilities were a contributing factor 
in 15 percent of home fire deaths – and that this is probably an underestima-
tion.  According to this data, people with physical disabilities die in fires at a 
rate 1.6 times higher than the general population and over half of the victims 
were involved in the ignition of the fire.  Thirty percent of the victims were 
unable to take actions that would have saved them from the fire.

The Minger Foundation has produced a series of videos focusing on teaching fire 
safety to students with disabilities.

What is also important to consider is that this is only for physical disabilities, 
it does not include learning or cognitive disabilities which are also a signifi-
cant portion of the population.

Keep in mind that everyone will, at some point in their life, be disabled.  This 
may occur early in life because of an accident or a medical condition or later 
in life as we age and our bodies lose the ability to do various functions and 
activities. There are also temporary disabilities that can occur, such as when 
someone breaks their leg.  Someone who was fully mobile may now depend 
upon crutches to move about campus and what were seemingly minor (or 
non-existent) obstacles now have a totally different impact on their ability to 
move about a previously familiar environment.

What can also have a dramatic impact is whether the person has had a life-
long disability or whether someone is “newly” disabled and is learning new 
skills.  For example, someone who has been blind all their lives is comfortable 
with navigating through the world without vision.  For someone that has 
suddenly become blind, learning the new skills and adjusting takes a great 
deal of effort.  Adding the concerns involved with fire safety can also be dif-
ficult to learn.

There will also be a number of people that will have more than one disability 
and it is important to look at the person’s capabilities and focus on finding 
solutions that meet their capabilities.  Develop options and talk with the per-
son to find the best ones that work.

Educating educators
The first step towards educating students with disabilities is becoming 
aware with the different types of disabilities that you may be working with.  
Reaching out to your school’s Office of Disabilities is a very effective way to 
learn more about the students that are on your campus.  One important thing 
to keep in mind is that students are not required to self-report if they have a 
disability, which is a dramatic change from when they were in elementary or 
high school.  At the lower grade levels, schools were required to identify any 
student that may potentially have a disability and need assistance.  When 
these students attend college, however, the responsibility now falls upon 
them to reach out to the school and request assistance.  For a variety of 
reasons, a number of them do not self-report which can have a direct impact 
upon a student receiving fire safety education in a way that they can under-
stand or is tailored to their specific disability.

Some significant research was done in the area of teaching people with dis-
abilities under a DHS Fire Prevention and Safety Grant by Oklahoma State 
University.  The report “Fire Safety Solutions for People with Disabilities” 
contains a wealth of information on working with people with disabilities and 
can be downloaded from the RESOURCE section of the Campus Firewatch web 
site (www.campus-firewatch.com).  There are several very useful appendices 
that provide excellent guidance in areas such as social etiquette and writing 
in a “people first” style when teaching people with disabilities.

Social Etiquette
Many people, and many fire safety educators, do not have regular social 
interaction with people with disabilities.  While well-intentioned, there are 
a number of times that people without disabilities will make assumptions or 
take actions that are inappropriate.  It is important to have an understanding 
of what is considered acceptable or appropriate when talking with people 
with disabilities.

Probably the first and foremost suggestion is to ASK.  Ask the person with 
disabilities what you can do to make their life safer when it comes to fire.  Ask 
them what are their concerns or difficulties they may face such as changing 
batteries in a smoke alarm or navigating through a building when the eleva-
tor has automatically returned to the ground floor.  Ask a person with a hear-
ing disability how he or she best communicates.  Is it sign language? Reading 

TEACHING STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES ABOUT FIRE SAFETY - CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1.
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lips?  Do they have partial hearing?  For someone in a wheelchair, if they need 
to be picked up and moved, what is the best way to do this?

By talking with the person with disabilities you have the opportunity to learn 
what works best for them and you also learn more about how to interact with 
them effectively.  You may also discover that you do not need to provide as 
much assistance as you may have thought as people with disabilities can be 
very independent and capable.  However, they may have not thought through 
a particular scenario which is where you can play a vital role in providing 
guidance.  For example, a person who is in a wheelchair living on an upper 
floor in a building depends upon the elevator to go in and out of his or her 
room.  However, what happens when the elevator is automatically recalled to 
the ground floor when the alarm system is activated?  They may not be aware 
that this happens and may not have considered what they should do then.

Specific fire safety behaviors
As mentioned earlier, fire is fire and will kill or hurt someone the same, no 
matter if they have a disability or not.  The goal is to teach someone how to 
prevent a fire and how to respond when one does break out that is tailored 
to their capabilities.  There are many fire safety behaviors that need to be 
addressed, more than can be covered in this one article.  However, if the fire 
safety educator becomes more aware of the potential options for a person 
with disabilities, the educator can work with them in trying to develop effec-
tive fire prevention and safety strategies.

For example, let’s look at smoke alarms and fire alarms.  For a person with a 
hearing disability, a standard residential smoke alarm by itself will not pro-
vide the warning that the person needs to react.  However, there are versions 
of smoke alarms that are equipped with strobe lights that activate with the 
smoke alarm.  The downside is that these are not battery-powered and must 
be hardwired into the building.  It is also important that these be intercon-
nected to provide the early warning needed.

When a person with a hearing disability is asleep, the strobe light may not 
enough to waken them.  There are devices that are either connected to the 
building alarm system, or are activated by the sound of the alarm, that will 
cause a disk under a pillow or bed to vibrate, wakening the occupant.

Research conducted at the University of Maryland focused on the waking 
capabilities of commonly-used devices for people that are hard of hearing 
or deaf.  This included standard smoke alarms, smoke alarms with strobes, 
a continuous bed shaker, an intermittent bed shaker and a low-frequency 
audible detector.  One commonly used device, a pillow shaker, was used early 
in the testing but was removed from the experiment because of unreliability 
in the results from testing this item.

This study involved 111 subjects with a large number of them college-age 
students from Gallaudet University in Washington, DC, which is the only uni-
versity in the world for people who are deaf or hard of hearing.  This compre-
hensive study measured the reaction of these subjects in three phases of sleep 
in a sleep lab to the five different warning devices.

The results show that the low frequency alarm and the bed shakers were far 
more effective at waking the hard of hearing subjects than the strobe light.  

For the people that have full hearing loss, the bed shakers were the most 
effective solution (not the strobe).

What is interesting about these results is that earlier studies by Underwriters 
Laboratories had determined that the strobe lights were effective 100% of 
the time in waking the subjects while in the University of Maryland study, 
only 75% of the subjects woke up.  The Maryland study confirmed, by moni-
toring brain waves, that the subjects were completely asleep whereas the 
earlier UL study did not, which may be a factor in the different outcome.

In larger buildings, voice instructions may be given over the building’s fire 
alarm system telling the occupants what is occurring and what actions they 
should take.  In the case of a person with a hearing disability, they will not be 
able to hear these instructions and will have to depend upon others around 
them to relay the information.  The use of visual sign boards that can provide 
information in text format is increasing but is not widespread enough to be 
depended upon.

For students with certain learning disabilities, the sound of a smoke alarm 
may be an overwhelming sound and cause them to “shut down” and not 
react properly.  When doing education with students with learning disabili-
ties, the key is repetition.  By repeatedly going over what will happen when 
the alarm system is activated and what they should do it may be possible to 
overcome this problem.  Some students make extensive use of lists to remind 
them, sequentially, what actions to take and by posting a list of steps to take 
on a door, for example, could be a strategy that would help provide them 
with guidance when the alarm sounds.

A person who is visually impaired often relies on the ambient sounds around 
them to navigate through a space.  But, the sound of a fire alarm may mask 
these sounds.  In addition, it may be difficult to provide them (or anyone, for 
that matter) with verbal instructions in these situations.  A person who is not 
visually impaired has the ability to see gestures or signals from others that 
can help them in evacuating a building, something that someone with visual 
impairment may need assistance with during an emergency.

A working smoke alarm is even more important to people with disabilities to 
give them the early warning they need to react.
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Egress is another issue that needs to be addressed.  The 
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) mandated that 
buildings will be universally accessible for anyone with 
a disability and the building codes over the years have 
made significant progress towards this goal.  However, 
getting people with disabilities out of the buildings 
during an emergency has not been addressed quite 
as clearly.  In a report by the late Dr. Guylene Proulx 
of National Research Council Canada, she stated that 
“Considerable focus has been given in the last few 
decades onto accessibility while “egressability” has not 
received as much attention.  The concept of “egressabil-
ity” does not imply that the means of egress should be 
the same for everyone, but that there should be an equal 
level of life safety for everyone.”

Traditionally, when a fire alarm sounds, the strategy is 
generally total evacuation, except for high-rise buildings.  
In a high-rise, it is usually the fire floor, the floor above 
and the floor below that are evacuated.  For people with 
mobility disabilities who do need to be evacuated, this 
may require having them be carried down stairs which 
requires people willing to help, training and specialized 
equipment.  Other options may include areas of refuge 
within a floor that is a “hardened” area where they are 
protected from the fire and have communications capa-
bilities with the incident commander.  However, all of 
these options will not work without prior planning, train-
ing and equipment.

Training and drills is something that is vital to have 
everyone comfortable with the procedures and able to 
carry them out during an emergency.  As mentioned ear-
lier, this is especially important for people with learning 
disabilities.  “Long term training and constant remind-
ers appear to be the best approach for this group,” said 
Proulx in her report.  “Many trials are needed, however, 
to achieve appropriate behavior.”

More needed
It is clear that the issue of fire safety and disabilities is a 
field of growing concern and that more organizations are 
paying attention to it.  One of the most important steps 
that can be taken is to ensure that disability community 
is closely involved in developing these training programs, 
plans and procedures, to make sure that the solutions 
meet their needs.

Most importantly, though, when talking with people 
with disabilities and you have a question, just ask.  That 
is always a good start.

 • • •
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national statistics, reported Harry Rockland-Miller, Director of the Center for Counseling and 
Psychological Help at the University of Massachusetts-Amherst, and he looks at this increase as 
a sign of success. “It means we are accessing the students who are distressed, we are opening 
the door for access. When you think of the stigma versus the freedom to get support, we want 
them to get support.”

The pressure for academic success is greater in today’s society than it was a generation ago, 
which could contribute to the anxiety levels. “There is more emphasis on education that there 
was before relating to occupational success,” said Todd Farchione, Director, Intensive Programs 
at the Boston University Center for Anxiety and Related Disorders. “When my father was com-
ing out of school you could get a job easily, get into a large company without a college educa-
tion, that’s not the case anymore. That inherently has pressure with it, to go to the next stage, 
they have to go to grad school…not only getting a degree, but getting an internship so you 
can get a job.”

When asked why UNC-Chapel Hill, and other schools across the nation, were seeing an increase 
in students seeking help, Allen O’Barr who is the Director of Counseling and Psychological 
Services at the University of North Carolina Chapel Hill campus, attributed some of it to the 
speed at which society is moving today and technology. In previous years, when the fac-
ulty was assigning work, they had to consider that a student had to go to the library, find the 
book (and hope it wasn’t checked out), type it up – all things that took time. “Now you sit at a 
monitor with instant access…it ramps up their need, especially at a flagship university where 
they are highly competitive. Student are coming from small ponds all across the state and 
doing their best to survive.”

O’Barr also felt that parents may not necessarily be equipped to deal with the stress that their 
children are facing because they did not come up in a time when the stress was as intense. “The 
students don’t have anyone to turn to, someone who can play the role of elder,” he added.

The four major types of distress reported by students in the CCMH report are depression, gener-
alized anxiety, social anxiety and academic distress with anxiety picked as the primary concern 
by a significant margin of students.

“The number one is anxiety, hands down,” said O’Barr. “Anxiety with insomnia, with panic 
attacks or frequent melt downs.”

“Nationally and at UMass…two are anxiety and depression,” reported Rockland-Miller, and 
there are several things that could be contributing to these needs, he observed. These could 
include environmental issues, family issues, and “our world is an uncertain place of late. A lot of 
students are worried about the world and their safety.” This is a common theme.

When looking at the demographics of the students that are seeking help, women make up a 
significant majority (63%) according to CCMH, and this is reinforced by the observations of the 
mental health professionals that I spoke with.  While the CCMH report also states that a major-
ity of the students seeking help are white, there can be significant societal pressures in college 
on other racial groups that cause them to seek help, and the same can be said for issues relat-
ing to gender identity as well. When it comes to academic status, it is spread evenly among 
all four underclass years (freshmen 21%; Sophomore 20%; Junior 23% and Senior 21%) while 
13% of the students seeking help are graduate or professional degree students.

“Over the last 10 years, and more intensely over the past three years, we are recognizing that 
there are particular cultural demographics coming into a predominantly white counseling or 
medical system that may not feel welcoming or sensitive to their culture,” said O’Barr. “The big 
trend on campuses is to be culturally competent so they don’t alienate people, so they don’t say 
‘it’s not for me, it’s just for white people or straight people.’”

CONTINUED ON THE NEXT PAGE 



6  CAMPUS FIREWATCH SPRING 2017

© 2017 CAMPUS FIREWATCHTM

MENTAL HEALTH ON CAMPUSES   - CONTINUED FROM PREVIOUS PAGE

One of the critical factors to come out of the CCMH report is that regarding 
where the students live. Of over 88,000 students included in the survey, 59% 
live off-campus. Since over 85% of fire deaths since 2000 have occurred in off-
campus housing, this is a significant finding. It is important to keep in mind 
that there is no known causation between mental health treatment and the 
fact that so many fire deaths happen off-campus, but there may be factors in 
both.

Alcohol has been a factor in over 75% of the fatal college-related fires over 
the years, according to a report from the United States Fire Administration. 
When someone is under the influence of drugs or alcohol, this can contribute 
to either unsafe behavior leading to a fire, or being unable to react correctly 
when a fire does break out.

In the CCMH report, 28% of the students felt the need to reduce their alco-
hol or drug use while 17% of their peers have expressed concern over their 
alcohol or drug use. Almost 40% of the students surveyed have indulged in 
binge drinking in the previous 2 weeks, which is five or more drinks in a row 
for men and four or more drinks in a row for women, and almost 21% have 
smoke marijuana in the previous two weeks.

So what is being done to help address the needs of the students?

“What we’re seeing (on campus) parallels what we are seeing across the 
country, it is not unique to UMass,” reported Rockland-Miller.  “Around the 
country and at UMass, we are seeing a continued increase in utilization…we 
have infused the campus with information about mental health and about 
how to get help. We are training all of the residence life staff about recogniz-
ing suicide, sexual assault, alcohol and depression, and we are educating the 
community.”

Why are more students coming to campus with mental  
health concerns?

“No one can answer that with confidence,” said Rockland-Miller, “it could be 
multiple things. One (is that) there has been a reduction in stigma. People are 
more likely to ask for help and it is easier to ask for help. 

Another factor is that more students are getting identified as needing assis-
tance while they are in high school and getting the treatment and support 
they need and are able to move on to college. “Because of that they are get-
ting to the university and they come with a set of needs,” observed Rockland-
Miller.

Students taking action.

There are more students taking action on their own to assist their peers.  “We 
have 12 to 14 different student groups to address it (mental health needs) at 
a peer level in a variety of different ways,” observed O’Barr. “This is the most 
encouraging thing I’ve seen in 20 years.”

And these student groups are being formed on their own without impetus 
from the university, reported O’Barr. “I have never seen students this active 
in asking ‘what can we do, how can we help?’ They are coming in with a fully 

formed plan, this is what I plan to do. I am profoundly stunned by the skill 
and aptitude and overall concern for the world they have.”

However, this can also be a two-edged sword, observed O’Barr. These very 
students that are working so hard to make the world a better place may also 
become the ones needing help because of all of the stresses they may be 
placing on themselves, in addition to the regular rigors of school.

In addition to students, UMass is reaching out to the faculty and staff as well 
to make them more aware of the services available and how to channel stu-
dents into them. They have created the Maroon Folder program that contains 
information on how to recognize a student in need and the resources that are 
available to them.

“I think the faculty is quite concerned and responsive,” observed O’Barr. “We 
are successful in getting faculty involved, but it is a massive faculty and a lot 
of those who are doing teaching are TA’s (teaching assistants) who may have 
just got out of the situation, or may be in it themselves. Because of the rapid 
turnover…we have to reinstruct them each year. 

Administration

The administration at the schools interviewed for this article are being very 
responsive to the needs of the students. “They are here for an education, 
and we have to attend to the student as a person,” said Rockland-Miller. 
“Part of their education are life lessons, becoming an adult.” Another part of 
it is academic success. “If you are a depressed student, are you going to be 
academically successful? Probably not. If you are suicidal are you going to be 
successful? Probably not.”

No one interviewed for this article inferred that there is a direct connection 
between mental health and fires, either on- or off-campus, and I was unable 
to find any research linking the two together. However, it is an area for con-
cern, especially since so more students are under stress and may turn to drugs 
or alcohol which are clearly factors in the fatal fires that have occurred. If you 
ask any fire chief in a college town, they will tell you that alcohol is definitely 
a significant contributing factor to student behavior and fire safety. In addi-
tion, anecdotally, I’m hearing that the number of EMS calls for students in 
distress are increasing, placing an additional load on local fire departments 
and medical services.

Campus fire safety, much like mental health, involves a multi-faceted 
approach to address all of the different contributing factors. Probably the 
most effective approach can be a collaborative one that is being used at a 
number of campuses across the nation. On a regular basis, sometimes weekly, 
meetings are held that bring together all of the different disciplines involved 
in ensuring the safety and well-being of the students to share information 
and identify trends that may be occurring. 

This holistic approach can make a significant difference and represents a 
change in the attitude of campuses towards taking care of students. As one 
person interviewed for this article reported, when he was in school there was 
no office of student affairs. “Now it is big business on our campus.”

• • •
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definite downward trend in campus-related fire deaths, from a high of 20 in 
2006/2007 to none – yes, none, in the last academic year. This is a great tes-
timony to the work that everyone is doing to reach students and make them 
more aware

September is a great opportunity to introduce students to fire safety, whether 
they are freshmen seeing it for the first time, or upper classmen moving off-
campus. Especially those moving off-campus because over 85% of the fatal 
fires have happened in off-campus housing, where most students across the 
nation live.

Last September, Massachusetts did a statewide campaign to raise awareness 
about the importance of smoke alarms and two ways out.

Reaching students is hard, and fire safety is not high on their list of things 
that they feel like they need to know or even may WANT to know. So, what 
can you do on your campuses?

Here’s my list of Ten Things to Try that I have seen schools doing over the 
years, some that I have been involved with myself. Some work better than 
others, and there is no magic solution, no “one size fits all” when it comes to 
outreach. Some may work well at one school, but not another, and they vary 
in their impact and resources needed for execution. Some are what I call “feel 
good,” because you feel good doing it, but they might have a low ROI (return 
on investment) for all the effort that went into it. “Low hanging fruit” are the 
ones that are easy to do and may have a high or low ROI, but does it matter? 
Do them anyways, they are easy - what do you have to lose?

One thing that is important to remember, to be as effective as possible, is to 
try and do a mixture of different tactics and to keep doing them throughout 
the year, not just in September. This gives you an opportunity to vary the 
messages and reinforce them throughout the year.

Ten Things to Try 
1. Articles. Run articles in your student newspaper, whether it is print or 

online (low hanging fruit/moderate ROI). Yes, students are very much 
online, getting their information on their smartphones, but they still do 
read the student newspaper (to some degree) and this is a channel to 
not overlook.  This is easy to do, falls into the category of “low hanging 
fruit.” Often the newspapers are looking for content, so here is a chance 
to provide them with some ready-made content. Want some tips on 
content and style? Look at the next item about using Lists and some of 
the ideas under Strategies.

2. Lists. Use lists (low hanging fruit/good ROI) whenever you can, and keep 
them short.  Stats? Don’t do it unless they are short and in context. Take 
a page out of Steve Job’s playbook when introducing the iPod. What 
means more to people…5 gb or 1,000 songs in your pocket?

3. Burns. Do a demonstration burn (feel good/low ROI). Burning two 
mockups, one sprinklered, one unsprinklered, is a great way to show 
how fast a fire spreads and how effective sprinklers are. However, be 
ready for a relatively low turnout, which really begs the question, do 
you get a good return on investment for these events? It takes time and 
money to build the props, get the fire department there and run them, 
all for how many students watching? Yes, they work well, are very 
impactful, makes you feel good, but if there are 75 people watching, 
and half of them are fire department, staff and media, was it worth it 
all? Highly effective (for those that are there) but low ROI (because a lot 
were not).

4. FX. Fire extinguisher training (good ROI). This is great for hands-on 
training and you can cycle a lot of people through it quickly. You can 
do it in a high-traffic area, and while you are teaching them how to do 
PASS, you can also slip in one more message, like smoke alarms or two 
ways out. I look at this one as having a high ROI.

5. Twitter. Twitter campaign (low hanging fruit/possibly good ROI). This 
is easy to do, especially since Campus Firewatch (@campusfirewatch) 
generates a Tweet-a-Day in September for you to retweet. This falls into 
the “low hanging fruit” category, but the ROI is hard to measure. Just 
because someone saw the tweet, well, did it change behavior? But, on 
the other hand, since it is easy to do, what do you have to lose?

6. Videos. Show videos or post them on social media (Good ROI). Keep 
them short, 30 seconds to 1.5 minutes is ideal. Longer ones might be 
used in a setting such as training or orientation, but no longer than 10 
minutes, max.  Done right, this can have a real high ROI, but that is just 
the point, it is hard to figure out what is “right.”

PLANNING FOR NATIONAL CAMPUS FIRE SAFETY MONTH  - CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1
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 The great thing about this is you don’t have to create your own. Scour 
the Internet (or better yet, see if you can have some students do this 
for you) then embed them from YouTube on your web page. There 
are some examples on the Campus Firewatch YouTube channel www.
youtube.com/campusfirewatch.  Found some good ones? Let me know, 
(ecomeau@campus-firewatch.com) and I’ll include it in the playlist for 
everyone to share!

7. Table. Set up a table (feel good/low hanging fruit/low ROI) It should be 
in a high traffic area. However, what are you hoping to accomplish with 
it? Hand out flyers? (forget it, not effective). Show videos? These should 
be SHORT and IMPACTFUL (humor, lots of flame, that sort of thing) or 
have a lot of your own students in them to get people to stop. By the 
way, be careful on using humor. What may be funny to one group isn’t 
always to others, so do a bunch of testing beforehand.

 A hint on this one…if you are using videos, get your monitor or televi-
sion on a stand up high. If it is on a table, as soon as you have two 
people standing in front of it, no one else is going to see it, and it is a 
waste of time. If it is at head height, or higher, more people will see it, 
catch it out of the corner or their eye, and perhaps stop.

8. Project. Town/Gown Fire Safety Community Service Project (good ROI). 
This is definitely one that takes work to organize and run but is well 
worth the effort. By having students work alongside fire fighters and 
going into the community, into homes to install smoke alarms, you can 
get a good ROI because 1) the students involved learn fire safety by 
doing fire safety, 2) they become motivated and possible evangelists, 
and 3) the community is made safer by their contribution.  Please 
contact me if you want more information on how to do a Town/Gown 
project at ecomeau@campus-firewatch.com. 

Students in Morgantown, West Virginia worked alongside the fire department 
installing smoke alarms in at-risk homes in the community.

9. Ads. Bus ads are pretty easy to do and often overlooked. Look at other 
bus ads that vendors are using as examples. Make them highly vis-

ible, low on text, or if you do have text, use lists or something similar.  
Lists are great, they really resonate with people. Look on the Campus 
Firewatch resource page for some bus ad examples.

10. Stickers. Pizza box stickers (low hanging fruit/possibly good ROI). If you 
look on the Campus Firewatch Resource page you can see some exam-
ples of ones we did in the past, or you can have some students come up 
with new ones that will resonate. Give them to the local pizza shops to 
put on the pizza boxes as they are going out the door. It is a way to hit 
more than just the student population.

Strategies
These are some ideas that I have seen used effectively, and not only in fire 
safety campaigns.

1. Use real world examples. This helps drive home the message that “it 
can happen here” and “it can happen to you.” Watch the news, follow 
Campus Firewatch on Twitter (@campusfirewatch) and Facebook (www.
facebook.com/campusfirewatch) where I post news stories as they hap-
pen.

Boston University Senior Binland Lee lost her life in this off-campus fire when 
she was trapped in her third-story apartment that had only one way out.

PLANNING FOR NATIONAL CAMPUS FIRE SAFETY MONTH  - CONTINUED FROM PREVIOUS PAGE
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2. Be visual. Pictures, videos (short) are great with this demographic. Posts 
on social media with pictures get a much higher read and pass along 
than just text. In one analysis, tweets with pictures were twice as likely 
to get re-Tweeted. 

3. Emphasize injuries, loss of “stuff,” not deaths. While the deaths are trag-
edies, keep in mind that this generation (and all the ones that preceded 
them) thinks they are invincible, it will not happen to them, someone 
dying is too vague a concept, it happens to someone else. However, los-
ing all their stuff, their schoolwork, their clothes, their electronics, that 
is a much more realistic possibility. Being injured, being visually scarred, 
that is something that does resonate with them.

4. Use peers where possible. Hearing from other students has a much 
greater impact than hearing from an authority figure. Except…

5. Use parents where possible. Yes, this generation does listen to their 
parents, believe it or not (and whether they admit it or not). If you have 
some parents that have experienced fire, or videos of parents, use them. 
It works. This is a high ROI.

Gail Minger and Bob Fitzsimons are two parents who lost children in college-
related fires and have lent their voices to national campaigns.

6. Use social media. Do NOT rely on students going to your web site. Why 
would they? What is there to engage them, and chances are it is not 
designed to be viewed on a smartphone, is it?  And, to avoid the “an old 
person did this” type of campaign, it might be good to have students 
help you out on this.

7. Be brief. Do not try to teach everything to everyone. If you do, you teach 
nothing to anyone. 

We are all guilty of wanting to teach everyone about cooking, smoking, elec-
trical, egress, heating, exits, the list goes on…but by doing so, we are teach-
ing them nothing. I have seen press releases put out that have a dozen tips 
and they expect people to wade through and pick out the ones that matter. 

PLANNING FOR NATIONAL CAMPUS FIRE SAFETY MONTH  - CONTINUED FROM PREVIOUS PAGE

What you are doing is 1) making yourself feel good that you are doing some-
thing, 2) wasting time and effort doing something ineffective and 3) clog-
ging up the communications channels with extraneous messages, making 
people tune you out.  This takes some triaging and making hard decisions. 
Focus on one, two or at most three topics and stick to them, make them your 
mantra. I like to do smoke alarms, smoking and exits. Why? 

Smoke alarms  Smoke alarms are inexpensive, effective, and installing them 
is a great hands-on exercise. Do not just give them out because research and 
experience has shown that they do not get installed.

Smoking is the leading cause of fatal fires and a leading cause of all fires. 
Many times, the person that is hurt in the fire is not the smoker, which is a 
great point to make with the students, who might be thinking “but I don’t 
smoke.” True…but what about your roommate or the people you are hav-
ing over? Also, a number of fires have been started by smoldering cigarettes 
in a seat cushion on a porch or deck. Drive around your community, how 
many student houses fit this profile?

Off-campus student houses may have couches and chairs on the porch where a 
fire can break out in the middle of the night from a smoldering cigarette.

Exits. Know two ways out, no matter where you are, your residence hall, 
house, apartment, restaurant, movie theater, wherever you are. By the way, 
don’t use terms such as “egress” or “means of egress.” Use the word “exits.” 
Students may not know what that means. I was with a couple of students 
and they actually had to look up “egress” on their smartphones.  

A good visual example of the importance of two ways out is the footage 
from The Station nightclub fire. You only have to how the first 2 minutes or 
so to make the point (this clip is on the Campus Firewatch YouTube channel 
at www.youtube.com/campusfirewatch). 

Now comes the big caveat…this isn’t all cast in concrete. You may find that 
some of this works well, or not at all, with your students. Or there are ideas 
that I haven’t included here that work on your campus. It all depends on 
your audience and your execution. A table set up in the back of a back room 

CONTINUED ON THE NEXT PAGE 
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Resource List for National Campus Fire Safety Month
Links to these resources, and more, can be found at www.campus-firewatch.com under the RESOURCES tab. These are all free!

The Alarming Truth:  
This is a video that tells the story of a fictional, yet based-in-reality off-campus fire that claims the life of a student. Produced in 2014 by the 
Clery Center for Safety on Campus under a FEMA Fire Prevention and Safety Grant, it has been viewed over 150,000 times.

9 Fires:  
This is a series of three videos, produced by the Michael H. Minger Foundation, about nine fires that happened within weeks of each other 
across the nation. Each one focuses on a different type of occupancy – residence halls, laboratory and off-campus, and clearly the last one is 
the most dramatic and impactful.

Off-Campus Checklist:  
If you are looking for a short checklist about off-campus housing to share with students and parents, Campus Firewatch has one available 
online. It is just that – short, focusing on some of the more important features to look for in an off-campus house. It is not comprehensive, it 
is not everything that they need to know, but it hits the high points.

Did YOU Know?  
This is a series of very short videos, also produced by the Minger Foundation, featuring students. Each one focuses on only three points and 
asks the viewer “did YOU Know?” about a fire safety topic.

RA Fire Safety Guide, Videos and Posters:  
For a DHS Fire Prevention and Safety Grant, the Minger Foundation developed a series of tools that RAs can use in teaching fire safety to 
students on their floors. The guide includes not only a series of fire safety messages but also the reasons behind them to help the RAs better 
understand the “why” of these messages.

Tip-a-Day:  
Harnessing the power of Twitter, Campus Firewatch tweets out a campus fire safety tip each day that schools and communities can then 
retweet.

Fire Safety for Students with Disabilities:  
Under another FEMA Fire Prevention and Safety Grant to the Minger Foundation we developed a series of tools (guide, videos) to help 
schools teach fire safety to students with disabilities.

Posters:  
Working with the Minger Foundation we have produced a series of posters that can be downloaded and printed to use in residence halls and 
across campus.

in the student center? No traffic, and yes, I participated in one of these. One 
set up right outside the student union, in a high traffic area with fire fighters 
and students staffing it? Different story. But I also was at one in a high traffic 
area and the staff just didn’t engage the students walking by. The staff felt 
good about their efforts, but in reality, it was all for naught. Focus on engage-
ment!

As I mentioned in the beginning of this article, there is no single answer, 
no magic solution. It takes multiple messages, multiple channels, to drive 

it home. Repetition with variety throughout the year can be a tactic. Well 
known campus spokespeople (student leaders, sports figures, coaches, fac-
ulty) can get you traction. There are just so many more ideas than what we 
have covered here, and I’d love to hear what you have to say about it! Join the 
conversation on Facebook (www.facebook.com/campusfirewatch) and share 
what you have found out!

• • •
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CAMPUS FIRE LOG
CAMPUS FIREWATCH

February 8, 2017
Academic-Laboratory
University of Michigan
Ann Arbor, Michigan

A fire broke out at approximately 
9:30 a.m. in a chemistry building. 
The building was evacuated, no 
further information was available.

February 8, 2017
Athletic
Campbellsville University
Campbellsville, Kentucky

A fire broke out in a field house at 
approximately 1:00 p.m. in a locker 
room storage and laundry area. 
Everyone evacuated safely, but the 
building was destroyed by the fire.

February 12, 2017
Residence Hall
United Tribes Technical 
College
Bismark, North Dakota

A fire broke out at  approximately 
7:00 p.m. in a student housing 
storage unit that was connected to 
the main student housing building. 
The fire did not extend into the 
main building. Campus security 
attempted to put out the fire with 
fire extinguishers and buckets of 
water before calling 911. The cause 
of the fire was careless disposal of 
smoking materials. 

February 12, 2017
Academic-Laboratory
Virginia Polytechnic Institute 
and State University
Blacksburg, Virginia

A fire in the Environmental Systems 
Laboratory broke out at approxi-
mately 9:00 p.m. and destroyed the 
building.  Damage was estimated 
at approximately $1.3 million.

February 13, 2017
Residence Hall
Western Carolina University
Cullowhee, North Carolina

A fire was set in a residence hall 
at approximately 5:00 p.m. on 
the fifth floor. The fire was extin-
guished by police officers using fire 
extinguishers and all 400 students 
were evacuated safely. They were 
allowed to reenter at 10:00 p.m.

February 21, 2017
Off-campus
Washington State University
Pullman, Washington

A fire broke out in an off-campus 
apartment at approximately 7:00 
p.m. causing extensive damage 
to two apartment units. The fire, 
which was caused when a resident 
who was cooking donuts thought 
he had turned off the stove when 
he went to take a shower.

February 27, 2017
Off-Campus
Ohio University
Athens, Ohio

A fire broke out in an off-campus 
apartment building damaging 30 
units and displacing a number of 
students. The fire started in the liv-
ing room of one of the apartment 
units. 

February 28, 2017
Residence Hall
Eastern Michigan University
Ypsilanti, Michigan

A fire broke out in a lounge in a 
freshman residence hall displac-
ing 250 students. One student 
was rescued from a window and 
was treated for smoke inhalation. 
Another student reported that she 
wasn’t going to get up because 
she thought it was a fire drill until 
she heard people yelling. Most of 
the students were allowed back in 
after spending the night elsewhere, 
except for the floor where the fire 
occurred.

March 3, 2017
Residence Hall
Vanderbilt University
Nashville, Tennessee

A fire broke out at approximately 
4:11 p.m. in a motor in a mechani-
cal room, activating the building’s 
fire alarm system.

March 7, 2017
Construction Equipment
Ringling College of Art and 
Design
Sarasota, Florida

Construction equipment on a roof-
top on campus caught fire trigger-
ing a 3 alarm response.

March 18, 2017
Couch Burning
West Virginia University
Morgantown, West Virginia

A student was arrested after set-
ting a couch on fire near a house. 
Morgantown has a history of 
couch-burning celebrations that is 
has struggled with controlling over 
the years.

March 22, 2017
Academic-Classroom
Utah State University
Logan, Utah

A fire broke out at approximately 
10:30 p.m. in the Animal Science 
Building. Smoke was coming from 
a malfunctioning heater and smoke 
damage was contained to the 
office.

March 23, 2017
Off-campus
Washington and Lee 
University
Lexington, Virginia

A fire broke out in an off-campus 
house at approximately 7:00 a.m., 
completely destroying the house. 
Three students were displaced by 
the fire.

March 25, 2017
Unknown occupancy, Sprinkler 
SAVE
Hibbing Community College
Hibbing, Minnesota

A fire in a semi-tractor trailer cab 
parked inside of a building broke 
out at approximately 4:37 a.m. The 
fire was contained to the vehicle 
by the activation of the building’s 
automatic fire sprinkler system.
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March 29, 2017
Residence Hall
Clarkson University
Potsdam, New York

A cooking fire forced 13 students 
out of their residence hall. The fire 
broke out on the third floor of the 
building.

April 7, 2017
Residence Hall
Rowan University
Glassboro, New Jersey

A fire broke out at approximately 
11:30 a.m. in the Mimosa Hall, 
a residence hall. The cause and 
extent of damage is not known at 
this time.

April 7, 2017
Residence Hall
Rowan University
Glassboro, New Jersey

A fire broke out in a residence hall 
ground floor room. Three rooms 
were damaged by the fire and six 
students were displaced.

April 8, 2017
Theater
University of Wisconsin-
Milwaukee
Milwaukee, Wisconsin

A fire broke out at approximately 
10:00 p.m. in a theater building. 
The theater and adjacent class-
rooms were heavily damaged by 
the fire, water and smoke. 

April 14, 2017
Off-Campus
Michigan Tech University
Hancock, Michigan

A fire broke out in an off-campus 
apartment complex at approxi-
mately 3:23 a.m. Seven students 
and a faculty member and his fam-
ily were displaced by the fire and 
will be housed on campus for the 
rest of the semester.

April 18, 2017
Residence Hall,  
SPRINKLER SAVE
Quinnipiac University
Hampden, Connecticut

A fire broke out in a residence hall 
apartment at approximately 6:30 
p.m. The fire started on a stovetop 
and the student attempted to extin-
guish the fire using a portable fire 
extinguisher. The building’s automatic 
fire sprinkler system was activated 
which extinguished the fire. Three 
students were dislocated by the fire.

April 19, 2017
Off-Campus
University of North Carolina-
Chapel Hill
Chapel Hill, North Carolina

A fire broke out in an off-campus 
house at approximately 8:00 a.m. 
Fire fighters report that the house 
was fully involved upon arrival. The 
house is owned by the university 
as rental property, but the tenants 
were not students, faculty or staff. 
There were no injuries.

April 25, 2017
Academic-Laboratory
Lafayette College
Easton, Pennsylvania

A fire broke out in a basement 
laboratory at approximately 7:00 
p.m. It was reported that a hot 
plate was left on and resin caught 
fire. Damage was contained to a 
metal cabinet.

April 30, 2017
Off-Campus
Ithaca College
Ithaca, New York

A fire broke out in an off-campus 
apartment at approximately 8:30 
a.m. in the basement of the build-
ing. Two students were displaced 
by the fire.

May 16, 2017
Greek-Fraternity
Rowan University
Glassboro, New Jersey

A fire broke out at approximately 
4:30 a.m. at the Phi Kappa Psi 
fraternity. The building and three 
cars were destroyed in the fire. The 
occupants were alerted to the fire 
by someone banging on the front 
door, and everyone was able to 
escape from the building.

May 19, 2017
Off-Campus
University of Maryland
University Park, Maryland

A fire broke out at approximately 
2:00 a.m. in an off-campus house. 
Five students were able to escape 
the fire which destroyed the house.

May 25, 2017
Academic-Laboratory
St. Louis University
St. Louis, Missouri

A fire broke out at approximately 
6:30 p.m. on the third floor of 
a science building. The cause is 
unknown, but construction workers 
were replacing windows on the 
third floor of the building.

June 5, 2017
Residence Hall
Central Washington University
Ellensberg, Washington

A fire in a residence hall broke 
out at approximately 8:00 p.m. 
and was caused by a malfunction-
ing fan in an HVAC unit. The fire 
damaged six rooms and caused 
approximately $50,000 in damage, 
not including personal property. 
The students were relocated for the 
night.

June 11, 2017
Academic - Laboratory, 
SPRINKLER SAVE
University of Iowa
Iowa City, Iowa

A fire in the Bowen Science 
Building caused at least $1.5 mil-
lion in damage, not including 
laboratory equipment and supplies. 
The fire was caused by “an idle 
extension cord” and was controlled 
by the activation of the building’s 
automatic fire sprinkler system.

June 11, 2017
Academic-Classroom
Skidmore College
Saratoga Springs, New York

A fire broke out at approximately 
2:19 a.m. in an arts building and 
was extinguished by 2:44 a.m. 
Three floors of the building were 
damaged.

June 21, 2017
Academic - Laboratory
University of Richmond
Richmond, Virginia

A fire on the third floor of a science 
center broke out involving chemi-
cals. There were no injuries.

CAMPUS FIRE LOG  - CONTINUED FROM PREVIOUS PAGE
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Interacting with people with disabilities
There are some acceptable social norms for how fire safety educators should 
interact with people with disabilities, but many might not be familiar with 
them.  The following material is drawn from the report “Fire Safety Solutions 
for People with Disabilities” and provides some guidance for fire safety edu-
cators.

• Use “people first” language.  For example, do not say “deaf person.” 
Instead, say “a person who is deaf.”

• Never say “handicapped,” “challenged” or “special.”

• Never touch or distract a service animal without prior permission

• Avoid making assumptions

• Try to give people with disabilities options.  Rather than telling them 
what to do, just ask “How can I best assist you?”  You should try to give 
them options.  Then they can determine which option or options best 
meet their needs.

• Disregard the idea that you are saving people with disabilities.  Simply 
put: you are not.  Many people with disabilities, such as those with 
hearing loss, vision loss, and mobility loss, retain the ability to save 
themselves.  You need to encourage them to be self-reliant and to be 
independent in the decision-making process.

• Don’t be embarrassed if you use common expressions such as ”See you 
later,” or “Did you hear about that?” that seem to relate to the person’s 
disability.

• Don’t be afraid to ask questions when you are unsure of what to do. 
(This is probably the most important tip of all!)

General terms and definitions
• Visual impairment  People with visual impairment have a medical 

condition or impairment that impedes their ability to have aided or 
unaided vision.

• Blind  People who are blind have a medical condition or impairment 
that completely impedes their ability to have aided or unaided vision.

• Mobility Impairment  People with mobility impairment have a dis-
ability or medical condition that impedes their ability to stand aided or 
unaided without support of an assistive device.

• Deaf  People who are deaf may have either a medical condition or 
impairment that impedes their ability to hear.

• Hard of hearing  People who are hard of hearing may have been born 
hard of hearing or have lost their ability to hear later in life.  They 
may use assistive devices such as cochlear implant or a hearing aid.  
However, when they take out these assistive devices, they are deaf.

Interacting with people who are  
visually impaired or blind

Social Etiquette

• Tell people with visual impairments when you leave, if even for a min-
ute.  Also identify how long you will be gone.

• Identify to whom you are speaking if there is a group of people pres-
ent.  That way people with visual impairments know to whom you are 
speaking.

• Explain to people with visual impairments where you will place tools 
and other objects that you bring with you for the installation process. 
Remember, their surroundings need to remain as consistent as possible 
to help avoid injury.

• Do not move items without telling people with visual impairments.  
Moving items can be dangerous.

• Try to give people with visual impairments options rather than telling 
them what to do.

• When working with people with visual impairments who use a service 
animal, walk on the side opposite the animal.

• If people with visual impairments use a cane and have set it down, do 
not move it.  Instead, ask them to move it themselves.  Moving the 
cane may present a hazard to them if they need to move from one 
place to another.

Greetings

• When you approach people with visual impairments, state clearly who 
you are in a normal tone of voice.

• When extending a handshake, say “let’s shake hands,” so people with 
visual impairments know what you are doing.

• Announce your presence by speaking first.  Touch people with visual 
impairments lightly on the arm to indicate exactly where you are 
located. Sometimes it is difficult for them to determine exactly where 
you are because the acoustics of rooms vary.

• Look directly at people with visual impairments.  This may feel awk-
ward at first because you are used to having direct eye contact with the 
person with whom you are speaking.  People with visual impairments 
may not be used to looking directly at you, but you should still practice 
direct eye contact. If you keep direct eye contact, you help them stay 
focused on where you are in the room.  In addition, if you keep direct 
eye contact, you ensure that you will be more easily heard because you 
are speaking directly to them.
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Providing directions

• Provide people with visual impairments verbal directions.  Do not grab 
their arm and attempt to guide them.

• When giving directions, be specific. For example, if you are approaching 
steps, state how many steps and if the steps go up or down.

• Avoid giving directions that are clarified through body language. For 
example, if you say “over there,” you mean “look at where I am point-
ing.”  If you say “by the green dumpster,” you are giving a visual clue.  
Instead, say “take twelve steps forward, turn to your right, and take 
six steps forward” or “Just to the right of the dumpster which is twelve 
steps from your back exit.” You can use shape descriptions if doing so 
will assist them in understanding the size of an object.

Interacting with people who are mobility impaired

Social etiquette

• If possible, place yourself at eye level with people with mobility impair-
ments, preventing them from getting a kink in their neck.  If you cannot 
lower yourself to eye level, you need to allow enough distance between 
yourself and people with mobility impairments so as to not force their 
head into an awkward position.

• The taller you are, the more distance you should allow. If the conversa-
tion will take awhile, find a chair.

• When talking to people with mobility impairments, sit directly in front 
of them.  Sometimes it is difficult for them to turn their body in the 
wheelchair to see you.

• Never pat them on the head or shoulder.  You would never pat anyone 
else on the head; it is degrading

• Do not lean on the wheelchair, or any other assistive devices (canes, 
walkers, etc.)  Assistive devices are an extension of their personal space.

• Try to give people with mobility impairments options rather than telling 
them what to do.  Then they can adapt to fit their needs and abilities.

• Do not assume all exits work with all types of mobility devices.  
Wheelchairs vary in size and functionality.  Make sure you develop exit 
routes with assistive devices in mind.  If people with mobility impair-
ments indicate that a pathway is not accessible, respect their authority 
on the matter because they have accurate knowledge about how their 
assistive technology functions in their own home.

• Do not place any items on the desktop of people with mobility impair-
ments, if they have one attached to the wheelchair.  This is inconsider-
ate unless they offer first.

Greetings

• Extend your hand for the usual handshake greeting.  Let people with 
mobility impairments decide how long and the strength of the hand-
shake.  It may seem awkward at first.  Remember, shaking hands indi-
cates that you respect them.

Providing directions

• Do not assume that people with mobility impairments want you to push 
their wheelchair.  Ask first.

Interacting with people who are deaf or hard of hearing

• Although people who are deaf or hard of hearing may not be able to 
hear you, it is important that you speak clearly and face them when you 
are speaking with them.

• People who are deaf often communicate through American Sign 
Language (ASL).  ASL is a unique language, just like Spanish or Russian.  
You will not be able to intuitively translate because ASL has a unique 
syntax (the order of words is not the same as in English).  You may 
have to work with an interpreter.  When you speak, the interpreter will 
translate what you say to the person who is deaf.  Therefore, you should 
expect your interactions to take twice as long.

Social etiquette

• Ask people who are deaf or hard of hearing what their preferred method 
of communication is if they do not tell you.  There are three methods 
by which people who are deaf or hard of hearing may want to commu-
nicate: lip reading , sign language, and written language.  People who 
are deaf or hard of hearing should decide which communication method 
to use and should reserve the right to change communication methods 
during your visit.  Lip reading is fatiguing for those who are deaf or hard 
of hearing, so you should keep the conversation short and concise.  A 
person who is lip reading may only get 30-50% of what you say.  Be 
patient and understanding.

• Make eye contact and hold up your hand to get the attention of the 
person before speaking.  This alerts them that you wish to speak with 
them.

• Literacy is not a gauge of intelligence, and English is the second lan-
guage of people who use ASL.  People who are deaf or hard of hearing 
may have difficulty reading and writing in English because ASL has a 
different structure and set of rules.

• Do not write in the air.  No one, hearing or otherwise, can remember 
air-written letters and words.  Use paper and pencil in such cases.

• Do not stand between people who are deaf or hard of hearing and the 
interpreter.  If you do this you are interrupting the conversation, which 
is rude.  If you must pass through, do so quickly.

INTERACTING WITH PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES - CONTINUED FROM PREVIOUS PAGE

CONTINUED ON THE NEXT PAGE.
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INTERACTING WITH PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES - CONTINUED FROM PREVIOUS PAGE

• If people who are deaf or hard of hearing use a hearing aid, ask them 
if there are any background noise distractions. They may request that 
you minimize these noises.  For example, if you are wearing a radio, the 
static noise may create too much background noise.

• Try to give people who are deaf or hard of hearing options rather than 
telling them what to do.

• Avoid showing impatience because less assertive people who are deaf or 
hard of hearing may indicate they understand concepts that they do not 
understand.  Why? They say they understand to avoid conflict.

• Explain any interruption before attending to it.  For example, if your cell 
phone rings, excuse yourself first.

• Avoid saying “never mind” or “it’s not important” when people who 
are deaf or hard of hearing do not understand. This is insulting because 
it is often seen as an indication that they do not deserve the patience 
involved in repeated communication process.

Greetings

• Speak clearly in a normal tone of voice.  Do not exaggerate your lip 
movements.

• Remember, not all people who are deaf or hard of hearing can read lips.  
If they do read lips, they will struggle to understand you articulate your 
words.  Still, do not exaggerate or change the way you speak.

• Do not chew gum or tobacco.  Remove your sunglasses so people who 
are deaf or hard of hearing can see your eyes.

• Avoid touching your face while speaking.  This prevents people who are 
deaf or hard of hearing from seeing your mouth.

• Requesting information

• Use short, simple sentences.

• Do not fluctuate the volume of your speech.

• When you seek a lot of information, ask for feedback to make sure you 
are understood. You may have to repeat your request verbatim several 
times. When you request something complex, give examples.

Giving directions

• Use short, simple sentences

• Do not fluctuate the volume of your speech.  When you have a lot of 
information to convey, ask people who are deaf or hard of hearing 
for feedback to make sure they understand.  You may have to repeat 
information verbatim several times. When you talk about something 
complex, give examples.

• Try to give people who are deaf or hard of hearing options rather than 
telling them what to do.

Working with an interpreter

• Speak directly to people who are deaf or hard of hearing, not the inter-
preter.  Remember, the people who are deaf or hard of hearing are the 
people with whom you are speaking.

• Do not fluctuate the volume of your speech.

• When you have a lot of information to convey, ask people who are 
deaf or hard of hearing for feedback to make sure they understand.  
Sometimes information is lost during the interpretation process.  You 
may have to repeat information verbatim several times. When you talk 
about something complex, give examples.

• Plan for frequent breaks.  Interpreting is physically and mentally 
demanding because the interpreter translates the information into 
another language.
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