A Strategy for effectively delivering Community Fire safety Education in Oxfordshire 
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Introduction

This report examines the Community Safety benefits of a structured approach to Fire Safety education within schools. The working group who carried out the research comprised of Councillors Sandra Mold, Olive McIntosh-Stedman and Harry Wyatt, with Assistant Chief Fire Officer Mike Smyth and Divisional Officer Eddie Murphy. Research into current national and international ‘best practice’ establishes the need for a consistent message to be reinforced at the key stages of a young persons development and the report considers Oxfordshire Fire and Rescue Service’s ability to meet such a need. It concludes that existing resources are inadequate to support the requirements of such a programme. The report recommends that the Executive Member and the  Chief Fire Officer should establish a small team of fire safety educators,  to work with schools within the County, and ensure that the citizen’s of the future are able to contribute to a safer society by reducing the incidence and consequential injury and losses from fire. 

This report is the result of research on the nature and effectiveness of Community Fire Safety (CFS) education in both the UK and USA.

The value of education in schools is clearly identified as a major factor in changing human behaviour permanently. By educating the young when they are most receptive to the message we are more likely to make a real contribution to a safety culture. The Financial and Health care benefits would far outweigh the costs.

The current problems that challenge the British Fire Service and the historical background to fire safety are explored briefly.

 The question “Is the extra effort worth the benefits?”  is asked and a hierarchy of measures used evaluate the effectiveness of a CFS education programme is presented. Evidence of best practice throughout the UK and the USA demonstrates how education is the foundation of a Community Fire Safety strategy  

It is important to explore the obstacles that restrict the effective use of fire fighters in an education programme and to propose a solution as the way forward.

 This solution is the expansion of an approach, which is professional, effective, and cost efficient.

Background 

For many years the British Fire Service has been successful in reducing fire deaths in the commercial and industrial environment by its work in what is currently termed “Technical Fire Safety” i.e. meeting its statutory duty under legislation like the Fire Precautions Act 1971, the Petroleum Consolidation act, the Licensing laws, Environmental Health legislation and the Building Regulations. 

The problem of fire deaths and casualties in the UK remains largely unaffected by this legislative work. 

The majority of UK fire deaths occur in the domestic environment and the most vulnerable groups have been clearly identified (the young, the elderly living alone, ethnic minority groups, people with drug and alcohol dependency, single parent families, the socially excluded and those living in Houses in multiple occupancy). 

These are the same “At Risk” groups that cause concern for the Police, Social services and the Health Care Services.

There are few statutory controls in place to reduce these fire statistics. A requirement to install domestic fire alarms in newly built housing is only a recent amendment to the Building regulations. The large majority of existing homes are unaffected by this requirement and the Fire Service are powerless to do anything about this, even though there is evidence that domestic fire alarms save lives.

Although the uptake of smoke detectors has been encouraging in recent times, there is evidence that homeowners often fail to maintain them in working order, for a variety of reasons. Fire alarms not maintained in good working order lead to complacency and are a cause for concern-particularly among the vulnerable members of society mentioned above.

What should the Fire Service do to address these problems?

The Community Fire Safety Task force report of 1997 gave the British Fire Service a wake up call on how and where it should target its resources to reduce fire casualties and the financial losses from fire. The report identified both the problems and the vulnerable groups and proposed a strategy for improvement. At the heart of this strategy is a Community Fire Safety education programme. This programme involves educating all sections of the community, particularly the vulnerable, in Fire Prevention and Protection and if a fire does occur, Safe evacuation. 

On the face of it the concept of using fire crews to deliver the education programme seems attractive. Oxfordshire has a Fire fighting force of 550 people located in all the main population centres in the county. Fire stations, crewed by well- trained whole- time fire fighters who are available on duty round the clock, serve the major Towns, and the City of Oxford. Delivering the message should be relatively straightforward, however there are problems.

Is it worth it? Evaluation of CFS Education 
While it is obvious that applying water to a fire puts it out, it is less obvious that exposing children to CFS education makes a difference in the number of fire calls.

The United States has one of the highest per capita fire death rates in the western world but the number of fire deaths in the USA dropped from 8,000 in the 1970s to below 6,000 in 1989. Undoubtedly part of the reduction in deaths and fires was due to the increase in the use of smoke detectors. Part of the decrease can also be attributed to Fire safety education, though it is difficult to estimate what part. It is likely that further improvements will be made by continuing to raise the awareness of the public, and by education. The same principles apply in the UK, where although the size of the problem is smaller, similar success is achievable.

It is useful to outline a hierarchy of methods used for evaluating the effectiveness of a programme of fire safety education.

There is a tendency to focus on “end impacts”: Did the programme result in a reduction in fires? Were fire deaths and financial losses affected? This would clearly be the most persuasive evidence of success.

For this to happen the following process must occur.

1. Outreach-You have to get the safety information to enough of the target audience to make a difference

2. Knowledge gain-The audience must understand and remember the message.
3. Change of behaviour-The audience has to recall the information and be motivated to act on it.
4. Environment change-Actions need to be taken to improve the safety of the environment. This needs to be maintained (cf smoke alarms).
5. End impact- The environmental and behavioural changes must have a significant impact on the problems

A hierarchy of Evaluation measures for Public education

Strongest proof of success
Aspect Measured
Examples of Evaluation Measures


End results
Number of deaths, injuries, financial loss, anecdotes of saves linked to education programme


Behaviour or the environment
% Households with working smoke detector

%  Households with sprinklers

% Chimneys cleaned at least annually




Awareness, knowledge
% Of public who know how to extinguish a chip pan fire

% Of public who know how to use an extinguisher


Extent of outreach
Number of schoolchildren receiving fire safety education




Appropriateness of educational materials
% Of teachers who think materials are good/use materials

Weakest proof
Institutional change
*Introduction of safety curriculum in schools

* Schools education programme may take some years to realise measurable benefits.

The most basic concept of evaluation is to demonstrate that you get some benefit from having an education programme compared to not having it. 

To do this you can:

· Compare the community’s experience over time.

· Compare one part of the community to another.

· Compare with other communities.

· Compare changes in a targeted type of fire.

Sometimes the effects are not immediate, and time must be allowed to observe results. While a public education programme ideally produces a drop in fires or deaths, the impact sometimes may be to reduce the magnitude of an increase in fires, or change the rate of an increase in fires. 

The effects may also be delayed when the audience is young. A multi stage schools education programme may take some years to realise measurable benefits, and the benefits only materialise when children have become parents and homeowners. 

One apparently “negative” effect may even be an increase in reported fires. Education may prompt people to report small fires that would otherwise have gone unreported. 

It is often not enough to show that there was a change in behaviour or knowledge. You may also need to demonstrate that the changes were due to the education effort and not to other, variable factors.

Examples of Factors that affect Evaluation results

Variable factors

Age profile of population

Income distribution

Education level of population


geographical scatter

Ethnic mix

Weather and climate changes

Population migration

Economic factors

Nature of local business and industry

Semi-controllable factors

Condition of housing

Architectural/heritage factors

Hazards from new technology

Changes in % of unreported fires

Starting conditions

Severity of fire problem (fire and death rates)

Previous exposure of population to fire safety education

Current level of detector usage and condition



Obstacles to the effective use of Firefighters in CFS Education

1.Recruitment and transferable skills 

In the past the Fire Service has attracted a fairly narrow section of the community (almost exclusively white male), which included tradesmen and ex-servicemen. These people brought transferable skills to the service from previous careers or primary employment, which proved of great value. The service benefited from these skills predominantly at emergency incidents, where discipline and practical skills paid dividends.

In Oxfordshire, recruitment campaigns still attract people from the trades and services, and we still recruit a good percentage of these willing capable people into the Brigade.

However the Fire Service of the 21st century requires a fire fighter with extra skills to help prevent fire, in addition to the ability to deal with fires when they inevitably break out.

These are the Communication skills identified in the job description of the modern community fire fighter.

Recruitment practices have quite correctly changed in recent years and there are increasing numbers of women and members of the ethnic minority communities being attracted to the service.

Systematic and wholesale recruitment of people with good communication skills remains a challenge for the service in the 21st century, although new point of entry selection criteria are due to be introduced nationally later this year.  

2. Training and Motivation  
Included later (See Appendix 1) are the results of a recent survey carried out on fire fighter’s opinions of how prepared they feel to engage in CFS education activities. The strong message that came across was that they did not feel trained, competent or confident to go into schools and teach young children. A number of issues were identified as training needs, including lesson planning, classroom management, resources and child protection factors.

No professional firefighter wants to portray anything but a professional image in what they do. The message from this survey was that they are reluctant to be involved in this work without credible training.

Armed with this information, the Community fire safety team have designed a pilot course for whole time fire fighters, to be delivered starting in early June. A similar, but more extended version of this training is planned for new fire fighters, during the transition course after completing the trainee course at Moreton-in-Marsh.

These courses are designed to contribute to the development of fire fighter competence.

It is questionable whether all participants in this training will have the same enthusiasm for it as they have for the more practical training for fire fighting and rescue. The modern Service needs people who are motivated to prevent fire, as well as extinguish it.

3. Time and Work constraints

The shift pattern worked by operational fire crews is not conducive to doing a large amount of work in CFS education. A fire fighter’s working day is divided between many important activities, including training, equipment maintenance, fire calls and calls to an increasing variety of other non-fire emergencies. This leaves only a small percentage of work time to plan, prepare and deliver CFS work, and only part of this will be educational work in schools and colleges.

Fire crews remain “on call” during a school visit and whole time fire crews are repeatedly called away from classrooms to attend emergencies. This is frustrating for the crew, and disappointing for young children keen to see the fire fighters and receptive to their safety messages.

The current use of a crew of 5 or 6 fire fighters at a school visit must also be considered from a best value perspective. Unless the crew teaches two or three classes simultaneously, a “team approach” is difficult to justify from a cost effective perspective. 

4. Disruption and inconvenience to school curriculum planners

Teachers and school timetable planners experience frustration when critical classroom time is lost due to crews failing to turn up or leaving mid-session to attend incidents. This problem has been identified locally by schools, to Senior Officers in Oxfordshire, and was highlighted at a national CFS seminar as a "big issue" for schools (by teachers & curriculum advisors) and one that positively deters them from providing the Fire service with timetable space.

An alternative approach and a statistical comparison      

For some years now Oxfordshire Fire and Rescue Service has employed a retired firefighter as a full time Community Fire Safety (CFS) educator. He is recognised in schools and by the Brigade as highly effective and popular. This is in a large part due to his enthusiasm, motivation and his natural ability to communicate with children. During the last financial year he has been working in state schools throughout the county with the 9 to 11 age group (Key stage 2). He visits all the children in this age range in a two -year period. Last year he spoke to 12,360 children. Over the last 10 years he has spoken to in the region of 125,000 children.

Compare this figure with the 4,850 children taught by whole time fire crews throughout the county (approximately 150 fire fighters) over the last year and the message is clear-full time dedicated and trained staff, working predominantly during school hours are far more effective, if only in terms of numbers of children taught. 

If Community Fire Safety (CFS) education is to be effective in reducing fire casualties and financial losses, the more children educated, the better.

It is worthwhile confirming the important educational principle of message reinforcement. A child will remember something they have been taught if the message reinforced or repeated. This is the same principle on which revision for examinations is built-read, re-read, repeat and remember.

On this basis, if the Brigade hopes to effectively change behaviour through CFS education the obvious and preferred option would be to educate children at each of the four Key stages during their compulsory education. The reinforced safety message would be taken on into adult life, when today’s school children become tomorrow’s voters and homeowners.

Survey of the opinions of local elected members

The Fire service recently conducted a survey of the opinions of local elected members. The survey questionnaire and some of the important results are included in Appendix 2 to this report and give some food for thought on the perceptions of what elected members feel are effective methods of delivering Community Fire Safety (CFS).

Table 1 indicates strong support for three important activities, fitting smoke alarms, door- to- door visits and a structured education programme. The first two activities are part of the current workload of fire fighters and it is encouraging to see that almost 20% of elected members feel an education programme is an effective way of achieving a safer community. This is confirmed in Table 2 by the strong support of members for lifelong learning, which in addition to partnership work (also a current feature of CFS work) account for 76% of returns.

Table 3 confirms a total of 47% of members feel that the Brigade should be involved in activities such as Child education, Group work e.g. Duke of Edinburgh Award scheme and Road safety education. All three of these areas would form part of the workload of trained educators. 

Evaluation of existing programmes
This part of the report focuses on some of the best practice in the Fire Services in the United Kingdom, but begins with some evidence from the USA, where Community Fire safety education has been used for some years as part of a successful strategy to combat fire losses. The selection of examples described is only a small percentage of the good practice to be found.

1. Northlake Fire Protection district (Illinois): The “Learn not to burn” programme 

In 1982, acting under the direction of Public Education officer Terry Pluta, teacher Dottie Ahbe began piloting the Learn not to burn programme in her fifth grade classroom in Northlake. After the successful pilot, the programme was expanded to all fifth grade classes and the following year to all second grade classes. The 10 -week programme is now a permanent part of the district’s curriculum.

Results: Over a 4- year period, annual residential fires fell by 25%. Civilian injuries dropped to one sixth. 

A 10-year old girl escaped from a fire in her home by crawling low in smoke and exiting by a side door. She ran barefoot to a nearby restaurant where her mother worked, to call the fire brigade.

A fire in a clothes dryer threatened a family where a 10-year old boy woke his father and rescued his 6-year old brother. After everyone (dog included) was safely out, the older boy ran to a neighbour to call the fire brigade.

 
2. University of Georgia: Dormitory Safety programme 

Many college age students view themselves as immortal. To them it is entertaining rather than life threatening to operate fire alarms and vandalise fire extinguishers. At the University of Georgia this was a particular problem. In 1987 an enforcement posture was taken to correct this situation, with few results. A dormitory fire safety education programme was started, with limited funds. A grant was solicited from the Tobacco Institute’s Fire safety education programme to create a video called “How fast it burned”. In this 20- minute video, a mock dormitory room is engulfed in flames in 3 minutes, reaching “flashover” and 1500 degrees centigrade, from and accidental rubbish bin fire.

Results: A dramatic decrease in false alarms, vandalism and fires on campus due to the heightened awareness from the programme. The programme has spread rapidly to more than 300 colleges and Universities in 47 states and 5 Canadian provinces.

3. California Department of Forestry and Fire Prevention: Team teaching

The concept of a team-teaching programme in elementary schools was developed by the California Department of Forestry and Fire Prevention (CDF).

The programme involves three stages designed to reinforce five fire safety messages centring on matches. The first stage involves small group instruction in the five messages. Second a slide show reinforces the points, and so on. The programme has been in use since 1968. The CDF programme usually reaches more than 100,000 children per year with more than 2,500 presentations.

Results: When the team started teaching the programme, juveniles caused more than 18% of wild land fires in California. By 1971 the percentage fell to 10%. Local ranger units report that when the programme is not taught the percentage of juvenile –caused fires increases. The key to success here was the ability of the team to keep the children’s attention by changing something or giving the children a reward as soon as attention started to lapse. Repetition of clear simple messages was effective.

Examples from the UK

Following a nationwide search using the Fire information National data system a number of Brigades responded to a structured questionnaire. Some of the results are detailed below.

Royal Berkshire 

Royal Berkshire currently employ three civilian staff but are advertising for a further two posts for a new team to work with young people e.g. Cadet schemes, Duke Of Edinburgh courses etc. The target groups are primarily Key stages 1 and 2, but there is some work with 3 and 4 also. The CFS staff are involved in other activities such as work linked to anti social behaviour, connecting communities, local service agreements with youth schemes etc. On average the non-uniformed staff teach about 1000 children each per year and fire crews are involved at all key stages also.

Hereford and Worcester

Hereford and Worcester employ an Educationalist 100% involvement in CFS), a marketing officer (90%), and outreach worker (90%), 2 educational assistants (90%), an administrative support assistant (100%) and provide district administrative support as necessary. The staff target all at risk parts of the community and are involved in Key stages 1, 2 and 3 at the moment. There is a plan to become involved in Key stage 4 through the medium of drama workshops. Non-uniformed staff deal with schools in the rural areas and fire crews are also involved. Although the number of children taught is not known accurately at this time it is thought to be high. Evaluation is by pre and post event assessment in the form of a questionnaire, fire trend analysis and reduction in incidents. 

There has a been a 40% reduction in dwelling fires in the last year and the Brigade are linking this success with the education programmes. Involvement in education has spread beyond just fire matters and the Brigade are now involved actively in a much wider safety curriculum.

Gloucestershire Fire and Rescue Service

Gloucestershire's CFS delivery involves 6 non- uniformed staff with

target groups at Pre-school, Key stages 1 to 4, the elderly, young families, disadvantaged people and people with disabilities and “Fire setters”

Fire crews are involved in pre-school and Key Stage 4 

The numbers of children taught is as follows

a) Schools Liaison Officers 37,000 

b) Young peoples groups/young families 1000

c) Fire setters   60

There is a Brigade Policy for working with all 4 key stages and work is recorded on a database, recording venue, times taken, travelling times and distances and audience numbers.

Evaluation is by questionnaire sheets provided for teachers and organisers and there has been a link to reduction in statistics, with a        dramatic drop in hoax calls since the education programme was introduced, plus no child bonfire and firework injuries since the bonfire education programme began. Training on a wider scale involves the fitting of child car safety seats.

Merseyside Fire Brigade

Merseyside Fire Brigade have three Bi-lingual Fire Safety Advocates (Somali, Chinese, Arabic), targeting Somali, Chinese and Arabic members of the community – at all ages. Operational crews are not involved in delivering Community Fire Safety (CFS) education to schools

Annual statistics not available yet as the advocates only started on 16 September 2002 and underwent training for the first 7 weeks, followed by 2 weeks attached to a CFS district. Therefore their official work only started at the beginning of this year. Since January the advocates estimate that they have delivered Fire Safety education to 75 nursery and 300 primary school children. The schools are selected on the basis that they have a significant proportion of Chinese/Arabic/Somali children.

The current education strategy focuses their resources on Key Stage 2 (pilot in progress by CFS personnel).

Evaluation of the work is by

· Year 5 Evaluation – Teachers Guidance

· Year 5 Pre-presentation Evaluation

· Year 5 Post-presentation Evaluation

· Teacher’s Post-presentation Evaluation

Additionally they will measure the number of Home Fire Risk Assessment (HFRA) referrals that are generated following the fire education (children are given letters for their parents, which encourage them to make HFRA appointments for themselves and others in the community – appointments are made either by returning a slip or calling the free-phone number – both are code-referenced so they can measure the results).

In 1999 school education CFS work was dropped in order to allow all resources to be committed to the HFRA campaign. Since this time Merseyside has seen accidental dwelling fires, fatalities and injuries fall at a significantly higher rate than any other comparable fire authority.

The pilot is currently being carried out involving approximately 31 Year 5 classes in South Liverpool. Fire Statistics will be viewed for this period in the area concerned.

Personnel who carry out HFRA’s (includes all operational & CFS personnel and bilingual advocates) are trained in recognition of child abuse 

Similarly training will begin shortly for the recognition of domestic violence.

Northamptonshire Fire and Rescue Service

Review Panel Members and fire officers from Oxfordshire County Council paid a visit to near neighbours Northamptonshire to see a play on arson prevention called “Pay Day” which lasts approximately one and a half hours.  

Northamptonshire Fire and Rescue Service launched the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister funded play for year 7 pupils in the County.
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“Pay Day” is the follow up to last year’s successful production “Heroes”. It focuses fully on a youth’s action when he steals and burns a car at the age of 14. We see the youth, Dave, now aged 17, at work in his first job which he obviously enjoys but he faces a dilemma when his past catches up with him and it emerges that his respected boss is in fact the victim of the crime he committed 3 years before. 

The play is delivered in the round” using a minimalist set and original and contemporary music to set the atmosphere. The play makes use of the “flashback” technique in common use on television and in films. There are two professional actors in the cast; one of whom plays Dave aged 14 and 17, and the other plays Dave’s dad, his boss and his workmate. The fluid manner in which the transition of the characters takes place is easy to follow for the audience and adds to the tension when his boss, Mr Lee, eventually confronts Dave who has to face his “Pay Day.”
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A third member of the company leads an interactive workshop involving the audience, and this leads to a counselling session for Dave as a young fire setter with members of the Fire Service counselling team. The audience are involved in a Question and answer session to determine Dave’s future.

A CFS staff member ensures that school staff and pupils evaluate the play, and in every case the feedback was positive-here are some quotes

“ Pupils were totally caught up in the action, which made them aware of all the possible consequences of arson” Teacher, Montsaye school, Rothwell

“The play was engaging and illustrative, and portrayed arson from the perpetrator’s and the victim’s perspectives” Teacher, Huxlow school Irthlingborough

“Firesetting is wrong, people get hurt” Pupil, Goldings middle school, Northampton

The Review Panel Members felt that the play was gripping throughout presenting a very powerful and moving storyline. The play had tremendous impact driving home the fire safety message in a very positive and challenging manner. The Review Panel Members felt that the play developed a very meaningful fire prevention message and presented in a manner the children could relate to throughout the one and a half hour performance.  

Conclusions

Fire threatens lives and property daily throughout the UK. This threat is predominantly centred on the domestic environment, with some particularly vulnerable sections of the community at great risk.

The Fire service has the professional skills and experience to dramatically reduce these statistics but is under performing in the most vital area of Community Fire Safety (CFS) work, namely education. 

Oxfordshire is no exception to this, with evidence that although fire crews are willing to get involved in the work, they are not best placed to carry out this work alone. Evidence from the USA and the UK, (as well as from the single non uniformed officer in Oxfordshire) suggests that CFS education works-with some remarkable results when it is resourced properly.

Recommendations 

The working group is convinced that investment in a team of trained educators, working in the schools and educational establishments of Oxfordshire can have a dramatic impact on the safety of many generations to come. It is recommended that the Executive Member and the Chief Fire Officer establish a small team of professional teachers that would enable fire crews to focus their attention on other areas of a widening safety agenda, whilst supporting the teachers and benefiting from their professional training as educators.

A compelling case for action

Financial benefits in terms of reduced financial losses, insurance premiums and health care costs are potentially immeasurable. 

No figure can be put on the loss of a human life-no effort should be spared to provide a safe community today by educating the voters and tax- payers of tomorrow. We owe them the chance that too many of their predecessors have been denied.
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