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              Ask Dr. Cole 
              It can't happen to me! 

 

                     We have all heard statistics about various injuries and thought: "It can't 
happen to me or my family." It's just this mindset that we as fire safety 
educators have to overcome. People have to feel they are susceptible before 
they will take positive steps to avoid injury. That's why the first step in the 
Health Belief Model, the multi-step process we have adopted in the play safe! 
be safe!® Train-the-Trainer workshops, is "Addressing Susceptibility and 
Severity." A better understanding of this concept will assist you in involving 
parents in fire safety education.  

In working with parents, the key points they need to believe before they 
implement fire safety practices in their homes are: 

·  A fire could occur in my home, 
·  My children might play with matches or a lighter, and 
·  Consequences might be severe. 

Everyone thinks they are careful, but they take shortcuts. Maybe they know the 
battery in the smoke alarm needs replacing, and they say: "I'll buy a battery the 
next time I go to the store." 
 
Parents are also famous for saying: "My child is too young to play with 
matches. She would not even know how to strike a match," or they often say: 
"He's old enough to know that fire burns." The truth is that neither of these 
statements is valid. From a very young age, children are interested in fire. It's 
all around them. They may not seek it out, but they can certainly get into 
dangerous situations if matches or lighters are left accessible. Also, older 
children may understand on some level that fire burns, but they do not 
understand the differences between little and big fires and the difficulty of 
controlling fire. 
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So how do you overcome these obstacles? What I do in our Train-the-Trainer 
workshops, which daycare providers and fire safety educators can do with 
parents, is share stories. I always begin my workshops by asking participants if 
anyone has had an experience with fire. In every session, there have been 
several people with a personal experience with fire.  

Why is this important? When someone sitting in the same room with you tells their 
story, it has a greater impact.  

Another way to overcome these obstacles is to site national and local statistics for 
parents. The research overwhelmingly supports the benefits of basic fire safety 
education.  

Finally, take advantage of "teachable moments." These are situations where fire-
related stories make the local or national news. You do this with the children all the 
time; do it with their parents as well. A good case in point is a recent catastrophic 
house fire in Bronx, New York that killed ten people, one adult and nine children in 
two families. A space heater was determined to be the cause of the fire and there 
were no batteries in the smoke alarms. This story made both local and national news.  

'Tis the Season:  
Keeping Outdoor Family Adventures Safe   

With a hint of spring in the air, many families head outdoors, whether it's to camp 
out in a state park or to cook out at a local park. For daycare providers and fire 
safety educators, it's an ideal time to think of fresh opportunities to teach respect 
for fire outside of the home.  

The National Fire Protection Association (www.nfpa.org) stresses these five 
safety tips:  

1. Always use a flame retardant tent and set up camp far away from the 
campfire.  

2. Only use flashlights or battery-powered lanterns inside the tent or any 
other closed space, not liquid-filled heaters or lanterns.  

3. Always build your campfire down wind away from your tent. Clear all 
vegetation and dig a pit surrounded by rocks before building your 
campfire.  

4. Store liquid fire starter (not gasoline) away from your tent and campfire, 
and only use dry kindling to freshen a campfire.  

5. Always put out a campfire when going to sleep or leaving the campsite. 
To extinguish the fire, cover with dirt or pour water over it. 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 



 
 
 
 
The U.S. Fire Administration division of Homeland Security 
(http://www.usfa.dhs.gov) adds these suggestions: 

·  If you are in a park, follow the posted camping rules. 
·  Always keep plenty of water or a shovel close to the fire for emergencies. 

Broward County's Aggressive Fire Safety Outreach  

In play safe! be safe!® workshop evaluations and online surveys, daycare 
providers continually note the difficulties they face in engaging parents in fire 
safety education. As one recent survey respondent said: "Sometimes I feel the 
parents of my clients don't see fire safety as a big concern."  

The "it can't happen to me" attitude is a problem for fire educators nationwide 
and, unfortunately, one of the best opportunities to engage parents is when a fire 
involving children strikes a community, like the one that happened in November 
2006 in Broward County, Florida. An eight and nine year-old were responsible for 
starting two separate fires. While there was substantial damage to property, both 
boys survived with minor burns or complications.  

Following the fires, Romeo Lavarias, Miramar Fire Rescue spokesman, was 
quoted in the Sun-Sentinel saying: "Parents have to take an active interest in 
teaching children fire safety. If you don't teach your children they make 
assumptions. Parents have to reinforce the dangers of playing with matches and 
lighters, and how dangerous fire is."  

With its 27 fire departments, Broward County has an aggressive fire safety 
outreach program. Lavarias referred play safe! be safe! to Courtney Palmer, 
Special Projects Coordinator for the Broward County Florida Juvenile Firesetter 
Prevention and Intervention Program, and asked her to talk about her 
experiences. The program, started in 1990 under the guidance of Deputy 
Chief/Fire Marshal Charles Raiken, serves children ages two to seventeen.  

"Children are referred to our program in a variety of ways," explains Palmer, "by 
school officials, juvenile or social service agencies, parents, law enforcement, 
etc., and for any number of reasons. Some may have been caught with matches 
or lighters at school, pulled a fire alarm without the threat of fire, or actually 
started a fire."  

"When a child is referred, a formal letter is sent to parents. We've come to expect 
any number of responses," says Palmer. "Some parents are irate, others are 
mortified, and many are just confused because they cannot imagine their child 
being capable of starting a fire. We have an amazing photo of a young child. We 
call him our poster boy. He's in his pajamas and his face is smudged with smoke. 
He was responsible for burning down his family's home with a lighter. His parents 
refused to believe he could do such a thing, saying he was too young to know 
how to work a child-resistant lighter.  

 



 
 
 
Firefighters on the scene then asked the child if he knew how to use the lighter. 
The photo captures the five-year-old lighting the lighter!"  

There are two parts to the Broward County program-a psychological assessment, 
which includes a fire risk survey of the child, and a two-hour fire safety workshop. 
"If there are underlying issues with the child, we try to connect them to the 
appropriate services to help them," comments Palmer. "The workshop is age 
appropriate for the child. For instance, for preschoolers, we use the play safe! be 
safe! kit and have found it very effective."  

Palmer encourages all family members and friends to attend these workshops as 
a way of reinforcing basic fire safety knowledge. "Ninety days after the workshop, 
our department follows up with the parents to see if there have been any further 
incidences or concerns. We also check to see if there have been any encounters 
with the law," says Palmer.  

The department tracks the program's success rate. In 2006, 79% of the 165 
children who were referred to the Broward County program successfully 
completed it, up from 72% in 2005. "Of course," concludes Palmer, "this 
workshop is just one part of our Community Outreach effort. We are constantly in 
the field. We're there any time, any place that we have an opportunity to reinforce 
our fire safety message." Last year Palmer's department conducted 322 
presentations throughout Broward County to an estimated 10,279 people.  

 


