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Abstract 

The Ohio State University (OSU) is the third largest University in America and it is situated in 

the middle of Columbus, Ohio, the fourteenth largest city in the United States.  Fatal fires in the 

off-campus housing region have plagued the Columbus Division of Fire (CFD) for decades.  

OSU students are not living safely off campus; this has resulted in death and injury.  This 

Applied Research Project determined how to prevent injury, loss of life, and property damage 

among college students living off campus; resulting in reduced fatalities and injuries.  

Descriptive research was used to reveal the characteristics of off-campus housing, measures 

taken by other organizations to ensure a safe living environment for the off-campus student, how 

the CFD can exert influence over the environment and student behavior, along with describing 

the level of code enforcement by the CFD in the off-campus housing area compared to other 

areas of the city.  Procedures used to gather information specific to the issues facing OSU and 

the CFD included fatal fire case review, interviews with an OSU official and various fire 

officials, a survey of students, a tour of an off-campus occupancy, and internet research of data 

specific to the area.  The results revealed a multi-faceted problem that exposed a loophole in the 

Ohio Fire Code, poor student attitudes when it comes to fire safety, a commonality of alcohol 

involvement in fatal fires, and lack of an effort to address the community risk in the off-campus 

housing region.  The recommendations were to place responsibility on OSU to develop a 

required fire safety life skills course for all incoming freshmen.  The second recommendation is 

the creation and utilization of a safety rating system for all off-campus student housing.  These 

recommendations are specific, measurable, achievable, realistic, and time scaled.      
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Introduction 

  College students die in off-campus housing fires every year.  As data reveals, this 

phenomenon is a result of several factors, not the least of which is the fact that these students 

have grown up under the watchful eye of their parents.  As parents turn their children over to 

colleges and universities, these young adults are under the protection of dormitories that contain 

adult supervision and/or engineered fire protection.  Once these students move to off-campus 

housing the engineered fire protection, along with any type of adult supervision, is usually gone.  

The young college student is now considered an adult for the first time in his life and is expected 

to make decisions on his own.  Although success in maturing is achieved every year without 

incident, the unfortunate truth is that this sequence produces tragedies in the off-campus housing 

setting.  The Columbus Ohio Division of Fire (CFD), along with The Ohio State University 

(OSU), has experienced the loss of seven college students and two residents over the last twenty-

one years due to fires in off-campus housing.  The loss of young lives, along with the 

immeasurable impact these tragedies have on survivors and the community, is a community risk 

in all college towns, villages, and cities. 

Columbus Fire and OSU experienced a terrible, multiple fatality fire on April 13, 2003.  

The fire occurred in off-campus housing and resulted in the death of two OSU students and three 

Ohio University students that were visiting for the weekend.  This fire also injured three 

students, and additionally three firefighters sustained injuries attempting to rescue the trapped 

students. This tragedy is one of many that plague our nation as an example of how one event can 

have such far-reaching consequences.  The families of these children not only had to deal with 

this unbelievable loss, but two college campuses less than ninety miles apart mourned the loss of 

students.  The injured students had to deal with their immediate physical injuries and come to 
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terms with the event they survived.  The Division of Fire had to deal with three injured 

firefighters and the aftermath of how such an incident could occur only nine city blocks from the 

first due fire station.  The problem in Columbus is that The Ohio State University students are 

not living safely off campus; which has resulted in death and injury.  The purpose of this Applied 

Research Project (ARP) is to determine how to prevent injury, loss of life, and property damage 

among college students living off campus, thus resulting in reduced fatalities and injuries.   Data 

analysis, surveys, and interviews will be the main information gathering element in this ARP, 

thus the descriptive research method will be used to answer the following research questions:  a) 

What are the characteristics of off-campus housing that lead to increased risk of fires and 

occupant injuries?  b) What measures have other organizations taken to ensure a safe, living 

environment for the off-campus students?  c) How can the Columbus Division of Fire exert 

influence over the environment and student behavior in the off-campus housing?  d) What is the 

level of code enforcement by the Columbus Division of Fire in off-campus housing as compared 

to other areas of the city? 

Background and Significance 

According to the United States Census Bureau the city of Columbus, Ohio, is the 

fourteenth largest city in the United States (Nassar & Overberg, 2012).  The city is also home to 

The Ohio State University which is the third largest university in the United States ("Rankings," 

2012).   This combination of large city, large university creates a lot of complex challenges.  One 

of these challenges is that of off-campus student housing and the dangers presented when young 

adults are expected to make decisions on their own that pertain to housing safety.  All of the 

incoming freshmen must live in one of the thirty-seven residence halls on campus.  This is the 

only time a student is required to live on campus.  Twenty-five percent of the 42,082 
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undergraduate students live in college- owned housing.  The remaining seventy-five percent live 

off campus ("Rankings," 2012).  The more than 31,000 undergraduate students that live off 

campus in a large city present a challenge to the CFD. 

The deaths of seven college students and two residents within the campus area over the 

past twenty-one years have created a need to determine what is taking place.  The OSU campus 

is 3,479 acres, and it is safe to say the off-campus housing area that surrounds the campus is that 

large, if not larger.  This 8,000 plus acre area inside Columbus is a city within a city.  The fact 

that this “city within a city”, with a population of more than 42,000 students, has experienced 

nine fire fatalities over the last twenty-one years is alarming.   

 It is not only alarming that there has been a significant number of fire fatalities in this 

area of Columbus, but there have also been 453 working structure fires in this area as determined 

by evaluating the 1991 through 2012 data within the National Fire Incident Reporting System 

(NFIRS), which the Columbus Division of Fire has utilized over the last two decades.  This 

number represents actual fires with a dollar loss of $1000.00 or more.  The total structure fire 

number increases to 979 fires if the dollar loss value is placed at $0 or greater, as is permitted by 

NFIRS.  These fires have revealed a need to evaluate what is taking place in this part of the city. 

         Ed Comeau, editor of Campus Firewatch, states that the commonalities of fatal fires in off- 

campus housing are missing or disabled smoke alarms, lack of automatic fire sprinklers, careless 

disposal of smoking materials, impaired judgment from alcohol leading to an inability to escape 

the fire, and combustible upholstered furniture on porches or decks (CAMPUS Firewatch, 2012).  

These items, along with the total number of incidents around the OSU campus for the past two 

decades, reveal the need for deeper evaluation of the problem in Columbus.  The community and 
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University have suffered the devastating effects of fire in this region of Columbus, and the need 

exists to reduce the number of fire events that take place.       

The USFA’s Strategic Initiatives Summary has a goal to provide leadership in the area of 

prevention.  The first goal of the initiative is to “Reduce risk at the local level through prevention 

and mitigation” (Strategic Plan Fiscal Years 2010-2014, n.d., p. 13).  The initiative ties directly 

into this ARP; the goal is to create a safer off-campus living environment for college students.  

This goal, although local due to the relationship between OSU and the City of Columbus, is one 

that can reach far beyond Columbus, Ohio.  The discoveries and conclusions made throughout 

this research project have the ability to meet the needs of communities throughout the United 

States and beyond.  The fire service needs to worry about the problem of fire prevention and life 

safety as much as tactics and strategies involved in fighting fire.  If a solution for this problem 

can be discovered at the local level it could go above and beyond Columbus, Ohio, and solve the 

potential crisis that faces every college community in this nation. 

Executive Analysis of Community Risk Reduction is focused on the Community Risk 

Reduction Model (Executive Analysis of Community Risk Reduction, April 2011, p. SM 1-8).  

This ARP is analyzing the problem of campus fire fatalities and injuries, along with identifying 

intervention strategies and the necessary actions to create a safer environment for students to 

reside off campus.  The course emphasized the need to take fire officers and make them 

advocates for community risk reduction.  Although the fire service is focused on the act of 

emergency mitigation, this course redirects that energy towards creating a safer community by 

becoming an advocate for reducing the community risk.  This research will tie risk reduction in 

with everyday fire department operations.  The significance of creating safer off-campus housing 

not only has a benefit to the current students that live off campus, but has a greater benefit for the 
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future.  If a student learns how to live safely at the onset of being recognized as an adult, those 

attributes can carry over to a lifetime of safe living.  This means that society can benefit from 

less fires, greater life expectancy, and contributions from our college graduates because they 

became productive citizens and not fire fatality statistics.  In Columbus, the April 13, 2003 fatal 

fire drove that point home when a father of one of the young victims stated that he will never see 

what his daughter would have contributed to society because her life was taken at such a young 

age.  This is an experience that no one wants to live, parents losing children, colleges and 

universities losing students, and society as a whole losing those who may have been great 

contributors to better lives for everyone. 

Off-campus housing is not safe; community risk reduction is a must.   Firefighters and 

fire officers see unsafe housing.  The fire division can be a risk reduction leader and develop the 

necessary intervention strategies and actions to achieve a safer community.  That is not only the 

goal of this ARP, the United States Fire Administration, the National Fire Academy, and the 

Columbus Division of Fire, but a goal of the fire service community at large. 

Literature Review 

Fires are occurring everyday throughout the United States and around the world.  Fire is 

credited for helping mankind become the most powerful of all creatures.  Fire is also credited for 

destroying anything in its path, including any life that stands in the way.  Off-campus college 

housing holds within its walls young, upwardly productive citizens that are vulnerable to the 

dangers posed by fire.  Individuals that reside in housing provided around campus live with little 

concern for a potential tragedy that may exist every day in their home away from home. The 

literature review process for this ARP focused on all types of information from historical and 

recent NFIRS data, Ohio Administrative Code review, book review, periodicals, manuals, and 
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internet research.  Although fire has evolved with our society, it has helped and hindered 

everyone along the way.  This literature review steps outside the fire service to find out what has 

been done to reduce off-campus housing fire fatalities. 

A study conducted by the People’s Burn Foundation (PBF), and Campus Firewatch in 

September 2007, revealed an alarming amount of information about complacency in the lives of 

college students when it comes to fire safety.  The study, Student Attitudes and Views of Burn 

and Fire Safety, is a very revealing work that shows the mindset of the college student.  The 

college student of today is not what the majority of adults in society are used to dealing with.  

College students, or Generation Y, also known as the Millennial Generation, grew up multi-

tasking in an ever-changing world of technology and entertainment.  This generation seeks as 

much entertainment as possible out of everything they do, including education.  The current 

generation wants to be engaged and entertained  (People’s Burn Foundation of Indiana [PBF], 

2007, p. 5).  This is a very eye opening statement when dealing with the current generation of 

college students.  Their focus is seldom on one thing.  These young adults are constantly seeking 

what is next and what is in it for them.  The message when dealing with fire safety has 

traditionally stayed the same.  The method of getting the message to the individual is what needs 

to change.   

The Millennial Generation grew up with Sparky the fire dog and stop-drop-and roll as the 

message presented during the annual fire prevention week.  The same tools are still being used 

today for the next generation of college students that are currently in elementary school.  The 

PBF discovered in 2007 that the current college demographic had a lack of fire safety 

information.  These young adults do not know and/or realize they are responsible for their own 

safety (PBF, 2007, p. 8).  When asked what to do when there is a fire in their room, only 108 of 
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the 402 students surveyed answered evacuate.  This in very alarming; this simple study shows 

that only 27 percent of those surveyed know what to do.  That also means that 73 percent of the 

respondents did not know that the most important action to take during a fire is to escape.  This 

goes back to what was revealed earlier in the PBF study which states that unless the students are 

engaged and entertained their retention level drops.  The past fire prevention week presentations 

to Generation Y have been stop-drop-and roll, but they have also been get out and stay out, plan 

your escape, and a myriad of other messages.  The messages have not been retained.  Students of 

today need the entertainment value to be a part of the lesson or their retention or the information 

quickly fades. 

The PBF also discovered the research of Dr. Dorothy Bruck and Michelle Ball from 

Victoria University in Melbourne, Australia.  The research focused on alcohol impairment and 

reactions during a fire alarm.  The decibel level of a smoke alarm at pillow level is 75 dBA, if a 

student had a minimal blood alcohol content of .05 to .08 the dBA at pillow level needed to be 

95 (PBF, 2007, p. 20).  This revelation plays an important role in determining what is taking 

place across college campuses.  Although the intent of this ARP is not to focus on alcohol use in 

America, it is obvious through research that minor alcohol consumption can play an important 

role in whether or not a student wakes up for a smoke alarm.  The contributing factors for 

survival during a fire in an off-campus residence are much greater than that of just alcohol.  Dr. 

Brucks’ research must be noted.  It clearly shows that the evidence exists through the Victoria 

University study that alcohol consumption can be a deciding factor as to whether or not a college 

student survives a structure fire. 

Many schools have decided that the student code of conduct will apply to their students at 

off-campus sites.  This makes it possible for the schools to address issues involving their students 
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at off-campus parties, functions, or venues.  These rules are broad enough to include any and all 

behavior at all times (Myer, James, & Moulton, 2011, p. 94).  This is an important point when 

dealing with off-campus housing.  The student code of conduct that governs behavior on and off 

campus can become a protective measure against off-campus fire fatalities.  This may sound like 

a far reach, but if the school can exercise some form of control over the student body then the 

institutional control may lead to fewer “mega” parties.  The mindset of a large party can result in 

uncontrolled behavior due to crowd mentality and alcohol consumption.  If a student knows 

ahead of time that his off campus behavior can result in serious on-campus discipline, the desire 

to take part in such events decreases and leads to less uncontrolled scenarios.  If the large scale 

parties are controlled, the community and the school will reap the benefits.  This will create a 

safer environment for students and communities.  This also may be a measure that curtails a 

catastrophic chain of events that leads to a fatal off-campus fire. 

American society as a whole has focused intense prevention efforts on all types of 

international and national terrorism.  This is more obvious than ever when a study is conducted 

reviewing what has taken place in the United States since September 11, 2001, from the 

formation of the Department of Homeland Security all the way down to advising citizens to have 

their own survival plan.  College campuses and the off-campus areas that surround them are a 

community within a community that have their own sets of issues.  The management of these 

issues can be viewed from the eye of a crisis manager.  A crisis is defined as “A crucial or 

decisive point or situation; turning point” ("Dictionary," 1985, p. 340).  For a school and its 

students this can come in the form of many situations, including a fatal off campus fire.  The 

focus on prevention of terrorism is vital in America, as well as the focus on everyday student 

safety being vital for colleges and universities.  The lessons learned on how to alleviate terrorism 
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in America can be considered a guideline of success.  That successful guideline should be 

followed by all college campuses seeking an outline on how to prevent off-campus fires. 

The college years, typically ages 18 to 22, involve what is referred to as the “normative 

crisis” stage.  This stage of a young adult’s life is full of conflicts in day-to-day living that help 

create the person he will become.  According to developmental theorist Erikson, this normative 

crisis stage is vital in creating an individual that will either live a fulfilled intimate life that helps 

them relate to others or create an adult that is an isolationist (Myer et al., 2011, p. 28).    

Erickson’s theory comes to play in viewing the mind of a college student and the need to 

learn to become an adult.  Decisions have to be made, and that is one of the driving tenets of 

higher education; teach the student to be a productive decision maker in his field of study.  The 

problem occurs when the focus to be a productive decision maker is tailored only towards the 

student’s major.  Decisions are made every day in life; these decisions are basic and necessary 

for survival.  The ability to take care of one’s personal being was taught by parental caregivers.  

The question that comes to play is who teaches a young adult to make decisions that affect the 

safety of his home?  Just as Erickson alludes, young adults need to experience crisis and learn 

how to navigate through said crisis to become normal adults.  It is the ability to navigate the 

crisis successfully that creates a normal, intimate adult.  The issue created is determining what 

level of crisis must be experienced while maturing through the college years.  The answer is not 

one that would include surviving a catastrophic fire in an off-campus housing setting.  The need 

exists to teach young adults how to live safely, survive on their own, and make it through the 

normative crisis stage.   

The key to success is to be consistent and prepared, be regular (Myer et al., 2011, p. 349).    

This statement holds true in so many aspects of the fire service.  This is the driving concept 
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behind being professional and successful.  Successful operations in emergency mitigation are the 

result of successful training prior to the incident.  Professional performance is the result of 

regular exercises in dealing with everything from the basic EMS incident to the multiple alarm 

fire with a high life hazard.  College campuses can learn from the daily operations of the fire 

department.  Just as stated in the book, This is not a Fire Drill, Crisis Intervention and 

Prevention on College Campuses, being regular is paramount to being successful.  If college 

administrators focused regularly on off-campus fire safety as much as they focus on sports, the 

number of fire related incidents would drop significantly.  If campus officials, along with local 

fire officials, could pass through all off-campus housing on a regular basis, the safety of the 

students would increase.  Regular focus on the safety of these students would reap great benefits. 

In October of 2011, the Honorable Stephanie Tubbs Jones introduced the College Fire 

Prevention Act.  In short, this legislation proposes that grants be issued equal to not less than 50 

percent of the initial cost to install a fire suppression system or prevention technology (H.R. 

3250, 2011).  Just this act alone shows that the need for off-campus fire safety has made it to the 

necessary level of government in the United States.  This legislation is currently referred to 

subcommittee and has been at that point since November of 2011.  The important point of said 

legislation is the fact that the United States Government recognizes the need to continue to 

protect the lives of young adults that live off campus in fraternity and sorority houses.  The 

passing of the College Fire Prevention act will be a major milestone in taking care of the future 

of America. 

With two-thirds of the college students across the United States living in off-campus 

housing, the trend over the last two years has shown an increase in off-campus housing fire 

fatalities.  To date, for the 2011-2012 academic school year, nine students have died in fires on 
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and off campus (CAMPUS Firewatch, 2012).  The past two academic years had five and six 

deaths.  The fact that there have been nine to date shows an upward trend.  This trend is not what 

local or federal officials want to see; it shows that the fire safety message that is out there for 

students who live off campus is possibly not effective. 

The Michael H. Minger Foundation and the U.S Fire Administration are two entities that 

have a focus on campus fire safety.  In reviewing the information provided online by these 

entities, the discovery was made that safety tips and various other information, exists for students 

living on and off campus, although the emphasis is geared more toward on campus.  The 

information, if introduced to a young college freshmen, can prove beneficial not only while 

residing on campus but can carry over to the off-campus housing setting.  The U.S. Fire 

Administrations website provides useful information for all settings in life.  The most important 

point that needs to be driven home to these students is that most of them have not received any 

fire safety training since grade school and they now have a new independence and new 

responsibilities (U.S. Fire Administration, n.d.).  

Residential fire sprinklers is another topic all its own.  This literature review discovered 

legislature that has been passed in the state of Illinois.  Illinois HB 5664 states that any Greek 

structure constructed after January 2011 must have a sprinkler system ("HB 5664," 2011).  This 

type of proactive legislation is an example of what needs to take place across America.  The 

Illinois legislature stepped up and confronted an issue.  Some may argue it is not enough or it is 

too little too late.  The impetus needs to be on the positive side; something is being 

accomplished.  It does not mean everyone needs to stop.  It means an avenue for change is being 

forged in Illinois and the avenue should be turned into a super highway across all college campus 

areas.  The numbers continue to support residential sprinklers.  According to the USFA, when 
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sprinklers are installed in a residence, the possibility of dying in a fire is reduced by 69 percent 

when compared to living in a residence without sprinklers (U.S. Fire Administration, 2008).  If a 

college student’s parents knew that their son or daughter had a 69 percent greater chance of 

living safely off campus in a sprinkled building, chances are they would chose sprinkled over 

non-sprinkled.  The cost is high but the payoff is great when it comes to saving a life.   

The Ohio Fire Code (OFC) is a section of the Ohio Administrative Code and deals with 

the inspection of all buildings.  The OFC has provisions that deal with the inspection of 

residences.  As most state codes are written, the OFC states that admittance without invitation is 

not permitted in a single-family residence.  The only time an official can enter a single-family 

residence for inspection is prior to occupancy, after construction is complete on a new home.  

This is usually not done by a fire official but handled by a building code official.  Admittance is 

permitted in a multifamily residence, more than 3 families, without invitation but only in the 

common hallways and lobbies.  In other words, the fire official is not allowed to enter the living 

areas of the structure without invitation (Lawriter Ohio laws and rules, 2012).  Although 

violations are addressed in the OFC, discovery of said violations in a residence is almost 

impossible. 

An article written in The Columbus Dispatch revealed the loophole that landlords are 

using to fight off inspections in rooming houses near the OSU campus.  The landlords are renting 

houses to individual renters.  In other words a single-family home is rented to one student.  The 

landlord then encourages the renter to sublease rooms in the home to reduce the individual 

renter’s monthly payment.  Essentially, a rooming house has been created but all public records 

show the home as a single-family residence rented to one student (Binkley, 2010).  As stated in 

the article the building code officials, fire prevention officials, zoning code officials and housing 
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officials have no indication that a single-family residence is being used as a rooming house.  

Since the structure is recorded at the Auditor’s office as a single-family residence, no code 

officials are aware of any violations.  Students are not aware that what they are doing is against 

code because they are encouraged by their landlord.  This is another example of a student 

transitioning into adulthood and making poor decisions, although the decisions being made are 

based on misguided advice by another adult.  The poor decisions and code violations are usually 

never revealed until something negative takes place. 

Literature Review Summary 

The Literature Review provided a background of information that highlights the different 

areas involved in dealing with off-campus housing and the issues that surround the topic.  The 

articles, websites, books, and codes have some similarities and also reveal interesting areas of 

concern.  The behavioral theorist Erickson exposed new light on the topic when viewing off- 

campus living as a part of maturing.  The term normative crisis as used by Erickson explains that 

stages of development are a part of life and, although off-campus housing is not considered a 

stage of development, usually the first step towards true independence for a young adult.  The 

new life off-campus means cooking, cleaning, and truly taking care of oneself for the first time.  

The consequences of not making good decisions reflect solely on the young adult, no one else is 

to blame.  This reveals a new aspect when studying the problems with safety while residing in 

off-campus housing.  The students are becoming adults and progressing through the stages of 

development, but is their preparation for life one that includes fire safety?  The thought that these 

students are not prepared to safely live on their own becomes a reality. 

They surveys and non-scientific research conducted by the Peoples Burn Foundation also 

revealed the issues that surround maturity and knowledge.  The college student is an individual 
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that is soon heading out to the working world for a life of his own.  The life he has led to this 

point has been in preparation for self-actualization and becoming a productive independent adult.   

That is the desire of every parent, which is one of the reasons children are sent off to college 

every year.  The fact that only 27 percent of the students surveyed by the PBF knew to get out of 

a burning room is startling.  This point alone displays the lack of basic fire safety knowledge 

necessary to make decisions that determine whether or not an individual survives a potential 

catastrophic event.  This is a very concerning discovery that informs the fire service that a 

community risk exists in a demographic that is not normally thought of as a high-risk group. 

Firefighting as a profession is full of rewards and tragedies.  Each day throughout the 

world firefighters leave for work hoping they are going to have a positive impact on anyone that 

needs their service.  Unfortunately, that is not always the case.  There are days in the life of a 

firefighter when death and destruction take the lead and the rewards are rare.  This literature 

review revealed the need to seek the reward by preventing the emergency from occurring.  The 

glory may not lie in fire prevention, but the reward can come from knowing an emergency may 

have been prevented.  Prevention is the premise behind being proactive as a society in dealing 

with terrorism, and it should be the premise in dealing with off-campus house fires.  Fires in the 

off-campus neighborhood can be prevented.  The literature review revealed the student’s lack of 

basic knowledge.  The review also brought to the surface the flaws in the OFC and the City of 

Columbus.  The need for emphasis on prevention in the off-campus region is even more apparent 

after reviewing all of the different areas that create the problem.  Student lack of knowledge, 

student attitudes, flaws in the OFC, disconnect between all city departments that are involved, 

and a general level of acceptance of the issues are keeping the off-campus fire problem from 

being controlled.  The OSU off-campus housing is not safe.  Rewards and tragedies are a daily 
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part of the fire profession; reduction of a community risk, like the one that is apparent at OSU, 

can be even more rewarding and needs to become a daily part of the profession. 

Procedures 

The procedures used to conduct the research included case review of previous fatal fires 

in the OSU off-campus region.  Interviews were conducted with an official from OSU, the CFD 

Arson Bureau and Fire Prevention Bureau, and an off-campus fraternity president.  A survey was 

also conducted involving students that currently reside in off-campus housing.  An actual 

walkthrough by invitation took place at of an off-campus residence.  The scope of the problem 

was broader than expected and the above mentioned procedures for this ARP, which will be 

described in detail, revealed that this issue is of great concern. 

It was determined that in order to assess the characteristics of this area of the community 

a history of the problem needed to be developed.  In order to grasp the scope of the issue and 

create a history, a recommendation was made by Dr. Burton Clark of the NFA to review the fatal 

fires over the past two decades.  Due to record keeping and access to individuals that have been 

involved in previous fatal fires in the off campus area, the timeline of 1991 through 2012 was 

utilized.  The fatal fire records were briefly reviewed for the 20 years prior to 1991 and only 

revealed one death in the area which was actually an on-campus fire fatality.  This region of the 

city did experience other fatal fires, but the other fatal fires involved actual residents, not 

students, in owner occupied structures.   

Research for this project began on March 26, 2012.  The fatal fire case files were 

reviewed.  The fires involving the nine area deaths, seven students and two residents of college 

housing, were reviewed.  Due to the fact that the fatal fire of April 13, 2003, that killed five 

students is still considered an open murder case, the review of that fire was not permitted.  The 
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lead investigator was interviewed and was able to answer some questions without revealing case 

sensitive information.  That interview will be described later in the procedures section.  The 

other two fires that resulted in four deaths were reviewed.  One of the fires was on January 19, 

1991, and the case was closed with one fatality. The cause of death and cause of fire were both 

documented.  The second fire was on April 9, 1994, and resulted in the death of two campus 

housing residents (non-students) and one college student.  The cause of death for all three 

occupants and cause of fire were all documented.  This portion of research involved several 

hours of data and evidence review.  Note taking was permitted under the supervision of the arson 

bureau captain.  The reason for said supervision was due to the captain’s personal interest in the 

ARP topic and the arson bureau policy that states all case review by individuals that are not 

assigned to arson requires supervision. 

In an effort to step outside of the mindset of the fire service an interview was conducted 

with Mr. Patrick G. Maughan, OSU Director of Risk and Emergency Management.  This 

interview focused on what actions OSU, as an organization that is not part of the fire service, is 

taking to alleviate the unsafe housing that exists off campus.  This interview took place on May 

10, 2012, in Mr. Maughan’s office on the OSU campus.  The interview questions, along with the 

curriculum vita for Director Maughan, are appendix C and E.  The interview correlates to the 

survey that was conducted with students living in off-campus housing.  This was an insightful 

interview and revealed that OSU is attempting to deal with the topic of off-campus housing and 

the many struggles created in that environment. 

The City of Columbus Deputy Fire Marshall was also interviewed; the curriculum vita 

for Battalion Chief Sean Devlin and the interview questions are appendix F and D.  The focus of 

this interview dealt with the influence CFD has over off-campus housing.  This interview was 
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conducted on May 14, 2012, at 1425 Indianola Avenue, Columbus, Ohio CFD Fire Station 

Seven.  This is the station that is located in the heart of the off-campus area.  The interview 

lasted one hour and, although limited in number of questions, turned into a discussion that 

described the situation in great detail.  The interview also corroborated data that was revealed 

during the case review process that took place on March 26, 2012.  The correlation between what 

was revealed in the case review and the interview with Battalion Chief Sean Devlin, Deputy Fire 

Marshall show the problem from two different perspectives. 

The final fire division interview was conducted with Arson Investigator Gregg Haggit.  

This interview is appendix B.  Investigator Haggit was interviewed on June 21, 2012 at the CFD 

Arson Bureau.  The reason for this interview was to gain insight on the fatal fire of April 13, 

2003.  This was the fire that claimed the lives of two OSU students and three students from the 

Ohio University.  As previously mentioned, this fire is considered an arson/murder case with a 

suspect that has not been apprehended.  Investigator Haggit is the lead investigator on this case 

and answered the interview questions to the best of his ability considering the circumstances.  

The reason behind this interview was to see if any correlation exists between this incident and 

the data recovered from the other fatal fires. 

In an attempt to gain insight into the mind of a college student, a survey was conducted.  

This survey was driven through questions and comments made in discussions during the case 

studies and interviews; the survey is appendix A.  The survey involved 20 college students 

ranging in age from 19 to 25.  Academically, the individuals were sophomore through graduate 

students at OSU.  The survey participants all lived in the same building located at 73 East 15th 

Avenue, Columbus Ohio.  The survey was comprised of ten questions.  The survey revealed the 

views and fire safety educational experiences for this select group.  This group was chosen 
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because the building in which they reside is indicative of the off-campus housing that exists 

around OSU.  The participants appeared honest and willing to take part in the simple survey 

questions.  The individuals had never been in contact with any individual from the Columbus 

Division of Fire until the day of the survey.  The survey was not announced and the participants 

had no idea it was going to take place.  It was completed by going door to door through the 

building and asking each individual if they were willing to complete the survey.  One hundred 

percent of the individuals contacted were willing.  The survey was conducted on Thursday, May 

31, the last day of scheduled class for the 2011 / 2012 academic year.  Individuals were 

preparing for finals and welcomed the break from studying.  The surveys were completed and 

some discussions ensued as a result of the students being in the presence of a CFD Battalion 

Chief. 

The final method of information gathering involved an interview and walk-through with a 

college fraternity president, this interview is appendix G.  Pi Kappa Alpha President Mike Wadas 

was willing to be interviewed about Greek life and Greek housing at OSU.  The stigma that 

society places on fraternity houses and fraternity brothers was the reason behind the walk- 

through of the fraternity house.  This took place on May 25, 2012.  The walk-through was by 

invitation and resulted in many issues being discovered.   The interview about Greek social life 

was very enlightening as well.  The walk-through and interview took approximately one hour 

and displayed the level of code enforcement that is currently taking place in the off-campus 

housing area.      

These aforementioned procedures were all completed and analyzed to see if correlations 

could be discovered that describe what is happening in this region of Columbus, Ohio.  A driving 

tour of the area and auditor’s website review also took place.  The information gathered in these 
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procedures is displayed in the results section of this ARP.  The varying methods of research used 

were valuable in determining what is taking place off campus and what needs to occur. 

Results 

In the region of Columbus, Ohio, that contains the OSU off-campus housing, many 

characteristics prevail.  The most predominate characteristic is the lack of new construction.  

This area of the city dates back to the beginning of The Ohio State University.  Most of the 

homes that are currently used as student housing were constructed in early to mid-1900.  

Research of the county auditor’s website showed the abundance of rental homes in the area with 

a construction date around 1920.  This was not only observed by searching the auditor’s website 

but was evident by driving through the off-campus district. 

The fact that the majority of the homes in this area are approaching 100 years old adds 

another dynamic to the dangerous setting created in off-campus housing.  The homes have been 

renovated, a lot of times without permits, and now are not used as originally constructed.  The 

Victorian and Queen Anne style single-family homes now house any number of students.  Some 

of the homes, which are still on the county and city record books as single family residences, 

house as many as twenty students.  The occupancy load, coupled with non-compliant renovations 

and additions, creates a high fire and life hazard. 

The invited tour of an off-campus building that housed twenty-three fraternity brothers 

revealed many other issues.  The outside of the four story structure appeared unremarkable.  The 

building would be defined as an ordinary construction building approximately thirty-five feet 

wide by eighty-five feet long (Brannigan, 1995).  The building was constructed as a fraternity 

house in 1956 and is still used as designed.  The last renovations were made in 1986.  These 

were permitted renovations that included a range hood suppression system and a local smoke 



REDUCING OFF-CAMPUS HOUSING FIRE FATALITIES AND 24 

 

alarm system throughout the entire structure.  The smoke alarms were in the hallways and 

common areas.  The first floor had a common meeting area, a dining area, and a commercial 

kitchen.  The three upper floors had a total of sixteen bedrooms.  Each bedroom was originally 

designed to house two students per room.  The current occupancy of the building the day of the 

tour was twenty-three.  The fraternity house was off-campus and located on 15th Avenue, which 

is predominantly Greek housing.  As stated, the exterior of the structure was unremarkable and 

blended well with the rest of the neighborhood. 

The invited tour of the interior revealed many remarkable findings.  The first floor was in 

total disarray.  The range hood suppression system had not been inspected since 2008.  In Ohio 

this is supposed to be an annual inspection.  The commercial kitchen was no longer used; most of 

the residents used microwaves and hot plates in their individual bedrooms; another unsafe 

condition that could result in a fire.  The kitchen housed a push mower and two cans of gas that 

were stored under the rear stairwell that led from the floors above to the kitchen and dining area.  

The exit signs throughout were broken and not lit.  The three upper floors revealed extinguishers 

mounted to the walls that had not been tested since 2008.  The alarm system did not work due to 

damage to the main panel.  Outlet and switch plate covers were broken throughout.  The upper 

floors each had a sitting area at the landing of the main stairway, the landing sitting areas 

contained old overstuffed furniture.  Light fixtures were broken and some had exposed wires that 

were still energized.  The general housekeeping of the entire structure was unacceptable by any 

standard.  The fraternity president giving the tour stated that in his tenure he had never seen a fire 

inspector.  The senior resident of the house, an individual that had lived there for three years, 

stated he had never seen any city official, fire or building inspector, on the premises.  The owner 

of the structure is a private corporation with an address in Indianapolis, Indiana.  The occupants 
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stated they have notified the owner of issues but they never get a response.  They were unaware 

that they could notify the City of Columbus Division of Fire or the Building Code Department of 

the issues.  This is an example of what is hiding behind closed doors in the off-campus housing 

district.  This is also an example of the type of code enforcement taking place in this area of the 

city.  Every structure that meets the description in the OFC as an apartment building should be 

inspected annually.  According to evidence presented in the walkthrough the building fire safety 

systems have not been inspected since 2008.  The records for CFD reveal that this building has 

only been inspected twice in the past four years, the inspections are not being performed to the 

expected standard, nor are they being performed as often as required.   

The tour of the fraternity house was guided by fraternity president Mike Wadas.  The tour 

revealed a lot about what kind of structures exist on campus.  This tour resulted in an interview 

with the fraternity president to see if what is hidden behind the doors of this fraternity house is an 

example of the fraternity culture or something larger.  The opinion of Mr. Wadas is reflected in 

the interview, but the point of view that came from the interview is the frustration that exists 

when dealing with an absent landlord.  The problems that exist do not appear to be uncommon in 

buildings that are owned by out-of-state corporations.  Mr. Wadas stated that in discussions with 

other fraternity presidents the problems that exist at this property also exist in their residences.  

There is a general lack of concern for the safety of the occupants by the landlords and by the 

occupants.  The attitude that appears to surface is that a fire will not happen here.  The tour of 

the fraternity house revealed that it is very probable that it is going to happen there. 

An interesting finding that resulted from the interview with Mr. Wadas is that the 

fraternity culture feels the landlords should be responsible for training the residents on how to 

live safely.  The belief is that the landlords have an investment to protect and, that in protecting 
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the future of said investment, the occupants should be trained and held accountable for living 

safely.  If the landlords stepped forward and pushed fire safety and threatened eviction for 

violating codes, then life off campus would be safer.  This is a complete contradiction to what is 

actually occurring; landlords threaten eviction if the residents notify the fire department of issues 

with the structure.   

The tour of the area, along with the invited tour of a fraternity house, revealed several 

issues: age of construction, lack of concern for structures by absent owners, ignorance of 

residents as to how to correct problems, and what appeared to be a total disregard for fire safety.  

The findings prompted the creation of a simple ten question survey.  The survey was 

administered to twenty students that live in the off-campus housing district.  The results of the 

survey are as follows.   

Sixty-five percent surveyed stated they have never had any fire safety awareness training.   

When these individuals were questioned, some stated they remembered seeing fire trucks and 

firefighters come to their elementary schools, but they did not remember the message.  One 

hundred percent of the individuals interviewed stated they have never seen a fire inspector on or 

off campus.  All but two of the individuals lived on campus for at least one year and all of them 

have lived off campus for at least one year.  The campus dormitories are not inspected by the 

Columbus Division of Fire, although the off-campus buildings that fall into the OFC guidelines 

for inspection are inspected by on duty CFD firefighters.  The campus dormitories are either 

inspected by OSU fire prevention officers or CFD Lieutenants responsible for high rise 

inspections.  This clarification needs to be made; it is possible that students do not realize they 

are seeing fire inspectors in their dorms since they look like all other OSU employees.  The only 

way a student would know they are seeing a fire inspector is to ask to see his credentials.  As far 
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as off-campus apartment building inspections are concerned there is no excuse.  An on duty CFD 

firefighter would be in uniform, in a department vehicle, and make it known an inspection is 

taking place.  This clarification is being made to highlight the difference between on-campus and 

off-campus inspectors.  The survey question is skewed since a student on campus would not 

recognize an inspector.  The alarming point is the fact that the off-campus students, some of 

whom have lived off campus for four years, stated they have never seen a CFD inspector.  

Twenty-five percent of the students surveyed stated they have seen building code officials in 

their off-campus residence.  This may have been someone from the water department reading 

meters or any other official on the premises investigating a complaint.  The survey did not ask 

for details as to why a code official was visiting.  A very interesting discovery from the simple 

survey is the fact that ninety-five percent of the students surveyed felt their knowledge level was 

average or higher when it comes to fire safety.  Only one respondent answered having a low 

level of fire safety awareness.  This finding, coupled with the fact that seventy-five percent of the 

individuals surveyed felt their residence was dangerous or very dangerous, is extremely unusual.  

If ninety-five percent of the students surveyed have a perceived knowledge level of fire safety 

that is average or above, why would a student continue to reside in off-campus housing that is 

rated as dangerous?   

The survey revealed interesting insight into college students’ thoughts when it comes to 

fire safety.  It appears that although the students seem to know what is safe and what is not safe, 

willingness still exists to live in housing that is substandard.  There may be several factors that 

make this a reality: affordability of off-campus housing, convenience or proximity to campus 

outweighs safety, and lack of knowledge that safe rental housing may exist elsewhere.  This 

survey did not go deep enough into why a choice to reside in unsafe housing is occurring.  The 
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survey revealed that students are aware that off-campus housing is substandard when it comes to 

fire safety. 

As characteristics of construction and the mindset of the OSU off-campus resident were 

revealed, a study of previous fatal fires was conducted.  At the request of the CFD arson bureau, 

specific information about each individual death is not going to be released in this paper.  The 

information will be general in nature.   

The nine fatalities that have occurred over the last twenty-one years have some very 

common threads.  The most revealing is that alcohol played a role in every death except one.  

The eight deaths that involved alcohol were the result of two multiple fatality fires.  One fire 

resulted in three deaths in a single townhouse style apartment.  This fire was started by a 

cigarette left in a couch.  The couch caught on fire early in the morning after a party had ended.  

The actual fire was on the first floor, but two residents sleeping upstairs died from smoke 

inhalation and burn injuries.  Their bodies were discovered at the top of the steps.  The third 

fatality was found on the first floor near the couch.  Two other occupants were removed by fire 

department personnel and, as witnesses, stated that everyone had been drinking and smoking.  

The two fatalities in the upstairs were recent OSU graduates, and the fatality located on the first 

floor was a current student. 

Another fatal fire was a single death in an off-campus rental house and was also the result 

of careless smoking, although alcohol was not a contributing factor.  This fire was in a single- 

family home that housed several students, yet at the time of the fire only one resident was home. 

The final fatal fire that was reviewed resulted in the death of five students.  This fire was 

also an early morning fire.  The details that will be revealed in this section are public record; no 

other details are available.  This fire report was not reviewed; all information came from an 
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interview and discussion with Fire Investigator Greg Haggit.  The fire occurred in a large two 

story multiple family residence that did have an operating smoke and fire alarm system.  It was 

evident that the fire started on the front porch.  The cause of the fire was arson.  The five students 

that died had been involved in a 21st birthday party earlier in the evening.  The students had all 

consumed alcohol, and each of the five died from smoke inhalation.  The alarm system did 

function as designed.  Attempts were made to rescue the deceased but, due to the common 

hallway design of the building and the level of fire involvement, access to the interior bedroom 

the deceased were in was not possible until the fire was contained.  Three firefighters and several 

other students were injured.  This investigation is still open. 

The Ohio State University has a vested interest in the off-campus area.  In order to gather 

information from the university an interview was conducted with Patrick Maughan, OSU 

Director of Risk and Emergency Management.  The interview centered on what OSU is doing as 

an outside agency to improve the quality of life off campus.  It is apparent that the university has 

total control of the student housing situation on campus, but after the freshmen year that control 

goes away.     

OSU does focus on fire safety for all of the incoming freshmen that will be residing in 

dormitories.  In order to reach the large number of new students, OSU trains the Resident 

Advisors (RA’s) on fire safety.  The RA’s are then responsible for training the students that 

reside in their designated areas.  This training is very basic and deals with what to do during a 

fire alarm, how to contact campus police, and what to do during a medical emergency.  There is 

also a fire safety presentation link on the OSU intranet that students are encouraged to watch.  

The problem with the aforementioned plan is that it is not tracked.  The university currently has 

no way of knowing if they are reaching the entire freshmen population.   
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OSU has also had fire safety programs available during student fairs.  These programs are 

usually in the form of an information booth in the student union or on the campus oval.  In the 

past, these booths have been manned by individuals from the CFD Fire Prevention Bureau.  

Although it is a community outreach geared towards all students, the actual number of students 

impacted is very small compared to the overall student population. 

Director Maughan stated that he is aware of other programs that are offered around the 

nation that show students the danger of fires on campus.  An example is a mock dorm room fire 

set up on campus as a demonstration for students to watch.  This has never been attempted at 

OSU but has been discussed. 

OSU has been working on two plans to deal with off-campus housing.  Both of these 

plans will have a dramatic impact on the amount of students living off campus.  The first plan is 

to build approximately 8,000 additional dormitory rooms and require all sophomores live on 

campus.  This plan has received initial approval from the OSU board of trustees and the 

beginning phase of planning is underway.  This change will result in greater control over 

students for half of their college experience, as well as assure parents and community leaders that 

students are living in engineered fire safe structures until their junior year.  The second plan that 

is being met with great resistance is a rating system for the off-campus housing.  This is an idea 

that is being driven by university President, E. Gordon Gee and community leaders.  The idea is 

that all off-campus housing would be rated gold, silver, or bronze.  This rating would be 

administered by OSU, CFD and the City of Columbus Building Department.  The gold would be 

a fully sprinkled structure with monitored alarm systems and other fire safety features.  The 

silver would have the same features as the gold excluding the sprinkler system.  The bronze 
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would feature a basic monitored alarm system.  All other properties would not be rated.  These 

two plans show OSU’s commitment to deal with the off-campus housing situation. 

  The property owners do not like either plan; they feel the loss of sophomores to the 

university will be a large enough financial burden to deal with, and the rating system would be 

unfair to the small landlord who cannot afford upgrades.   No matter what takes place, according 

to Director Maughan, change is occurring. 

In an interview with CFD Deputy Fire Marshall Sean Devlin, the influence and 

enforcement of codes were discussed concerning the off-campus region.  This interview and 

following discussion was based on what has been done to date and what is being planned for the 

future.  According to a study conducted by the NFPA in November of 2007 titled Urban Fire 

Safety Project, population density is a measure for a characteristic of a Metro City (NFPA, 2007, 

p. 37).  The first measure is persons per square mile.  In reviewing a breakdown of Columbus, 

Ohio by region, the population density of the OSU area is 6,880 people per square mile.  This 

was discovered by utilizing census tract data on the Census.gov website.  According to Chief 

Devlin, the density of this area of the city creates a challenge for the fire prevention bureau.  The 

area is comprised of multiple structures that are not classified correctly because of years of 

system abuse by landlords.  The ability to gain access to these structures is nearly impossible, 

and students are told if they notify the fire department of any possible violations or invite 

firefighters into their residence they will be evicted.  This type of attitude by landlords does 

create a situation in which the CFD has limited ability to legally inspect these residences. 

In contacting all of the other large universities in Ohio, CFD decided to take the lead and 

change the legislation that governs the ability to inspect rooming houses and multiple family 

residences.  In doing so, a strange roadblock created a problem.  A proposal was created that 
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stated fire inspectors would be permitted to inspect multiple family residences regardless of 

whether it was an apartment building or a single-family house that was occupied by multiple 

students.  The language being proposed would permit a fire inspector to enter a residence that 

appeared to be housing more than four individuals from different families.  Essentially, if an 

inspector had just cause to suspect that a group of college students occupied a single-family 

residence, the inspector would be able to approach the residents and request an inspection.  The 

roadblock for the proposed legislation came from Latino and Somalia lobbyists.  Due to the 

nature of theses cultures, it is not uncommon for several families to live in a single residence.  

These groups protested the legislation based on the feared infringement on their rights to live as 

they chose in a single-family home.  It was a successful attempt by the lobbyists to kill the 

legislation.  To date, inspectors do not have the authority to request to enter a single-family 

residence unless invited.      

In the economic climate of today another problem is created.  The CFD Fire Prevention 

Bureau currently has two inspectors who are assigned to the off-campus region.  Due to staffing 

changes, these inspectors also have other responsibilities besides the campus region.  This 

creates a workload that is greater than can be handled by the assigned inspectors.  This drain on 

the inspectors plays a serious role in not allowing them to inspect every structure annually.  

According to the OFC, the structures that are accessible by definition of the code need to be 

inspected every year.  This is not occurring due to manpower.  The lack of annual inspections 

and the need for more inspections is creating an unsafe environment.  A solution would be to 

create more inspectors, but until approval is granted by the City Council, this is not going to 

happen.  The campus region is not the only area of the city that is suffering.  This lack of 
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inspections throughout the city is becoming an alarming problem.  The ability to do more with 

less is a challenge in the profession of fire prevention. 

Discussion 

The problem is real, not just perceived; students at OSU are not living safely off campus.  

The literature review, along with the research revealed in the results section of this ARP, 

combine to reveal that off-campus housing is a problem beyond OSU and Columbus, Ohio.  The 

problem is much greater than just one issue; it is a combination of issues that create the 

dangerous environment. 

The literature review exposed an awareness of the dangers of off-campus housing 

stretching across America.  The legislation that has passed in Illinois mandating the installation 

of sprinkler systems in any new Greek housing built after 2011 to the College Fire Prevention 

Act currently in committee at the federal level show a national awareness of the issue.  These are 

just two small examples that the issue of living safely off campus is a national issue. 

  The search on the Franklin County Auditor’s website shows that the average age of 

properties in this region of Columbus approaching 100 years old and reveals that, although 

legislation is out there, it needs to be more comprehensive.  The introduction of legislation that 

governs new construction is a start, but the need is much larger than new construction.  The need 

exists in homes and buildings that have been standing for decades and are illegally being used for 

other than their original design.  Legislation needs to permit inspection of suspected rooming 

houses.  Legislation is occurring at the federal and state levels throughout the United States, but 

in this case more is better. 

The survey conducted by the PBF and the simple survey conducted at OSU correlated 

with one another.  The fact that roughly twenty-seven percent of the students surveyed by the 
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PBF knew they should evacuate their rooms was alarming.  More alarming than that statistic was 

the fact that sixty-five percent of the OSU students surveyed stated that they do not remember 

ever receiving any official, fire safety training.  These students have only vague memories of fire 

trucks and firefighters visiting their school.  When looking at the PBF study and the OSU survey, 

there is a correlation of these two points:  thirty-five percent of the students surveyed at OSU 

remembered receiving formal, fire safety awareness training and twenty-seven percent of the 

students surveyed by the PBF knew evacuation from a burning room is the first thing to do.  

These two simple numbers express that, although fire prevention week plays an important role in 

America, approximately thirty percent of the recipients remember the message.  The fire service 

as a whole, based on these two results, is not effectively reaching seventy percent of the intended 

audience.  This simple common point between these two surveys may be the beginning of the 

explanation as to why college students die each year in fires.  Keep in mind, college students are 

usually the students that paid closer attention throughout school, thus their success in school and 

acceptance to college.  The fire service is failing society in getting the fire prevention message 

out in the mainstream. 

In examining the 2010 article, OSU-area housing hazard? and reviewing the interview 

with Deputy Fire Marshall Devlin, it is evident that landlords are using a loophole to circumvent 

the system.  The CFD attempted to take the problem above everyone and go to the state 

legislators but was met with successful resistance from an unlikely source, the Latino and 

Somalia lobbyists.  This proves that the one loophole discovered by the landlords needs to be 

addressed.  The legal actions have been unsuccessful to date.  The cost of creating a system of 

safety recognition as proposed by OSU President E. Gordon Gee is being met with resistance, 

but the desire to correct the problem by controlling the off-campus student population is not 
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meeting resistance.  The University does not want to suffer through another tragedy like the one 

experienced in April, 2003.  The desire to keep all students on campus until their junior year has 

been met with initial approval.  It appears evident that since the landlords would rather fight the 

system, OSU can take control of the situation by reducing the number of eligible renters.  This is 

a win/win for the university.  The interview with Director Maughan of OSU revealed that their 

studies have shown this will be a cost neutral move for the student.  The cost of living off 

campus versus the cost of living in a dorm is relatively the same.   The university gains more 

income by housing the students through the sophomore year, and the community has less 

students living off campus.  Some may argue this is a ploy by the university to make more 

money but the reality is it allows the university to control the students for half of their time away 

at college. 

Erickson’s developmental theory of normative crisis was discussed in the text, This is not 

a Fire Drill Crisis Intervention and Prevention on College Campuses.  This theory is interesting 

when comparing and contrasting it with the interview with fraternity president Wadas.  Mr. 

Wadas discussed the challenges faced when dealing with out-of-state landlords.  This coincides 

with a crisis being managed by a young adult.  The crisis is normal.  A problem exists and a 

solution is evident, but the ability to reach said solution is not happening.  Mr. Wadas stated that 

frustration was at times overwhelming when trying to deal with an absent landlord.  The 

suggestion was made to contact the City of Columbus Building Department or the Fire 

Prevention Bureau for assistance.  Mr. Wadas stated that he had not thought about seeking help 

from the city.  This is an example of the lack of education that exists on the part of the young 

adult transitioning to adulthood.  This young adult is struggling to reach a solution in a normal 

crisis.  He has not given up; he lacks direction.  This is what is necessary for him to develop, but 
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is this the type of struggle that should be a part of maturing?  College students do not need to be 

placed in life or death scenarios to develop into normal adults.  Students need to be confronted 

with challenges, but these challenges should not be ones that may result in becoming a fire 

fatality statistic.     

A review of the fatal fires that have occurred at OSU revealed a common link in eight of 

the nine deaths, alcohol.  Alcohol is a problem in society and has been since it was first 

discovered.  As far as colleges are concerned, alcohol is an enemy.  In this ARP the correlation 

between these eight deaths and the study completed by Dr. Bruck at the Victoria University 

shows a startling statistic.  Five of the eight students that died while under the influence of 

alcohol did so in a fire that had working smoke alarms.  The presence of activated detectors did 

not save five of these young lives.  This proves that Dr. Bruck is correct in her findings that 

activated smoke detectors will not wake individuals that have been drinking.  The combination 

of alcohol consumption and a functioning smoke detector is as uneffective as not having a smoke 

detector at all.  The five students that died in the presence of activated alarms did so in their beds 

with no signs of an attempt to leave the burning building.  Alcohol is a factor when dealing with 

fatal fires off campus.  Alcohol awareness and survival rates in fires need to become part of the 

dialogue when dealing with college students and fire safety. 

This ARP has revealed that the problem of unsafe housing has many facets: the age of the 

housing, the attitude of the students, the landlords and their desire to circumvent the rules, 

alcohol consumption, prevention of legislation, lack of manpower for adequate inspections, and 

an inability to correct the situation on the part of the resident.  The results of this ARP provide a 

picture of a problem that is not insurmountable for CFD, but a problem that will require the 

attention and involvement of many entities.  The problem is not only that the housing is unsafe, it 
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is that the attitudes of all players involved is not at the heightened level of awareness that is 

necessary for success. 

This research revealed a need to make change happen and uncovered a problem that 

points blame in multiple directions.  The results of this research are simple.  If something is not 

done another student is going to die, the blame will be pointed at multiple entities, and the 

problem will continue to forge forward.  The problem is not just one piece, although fixing one 

piece at a time is the beginning of the solution.  Changing the attitude of the student and 

removing the fear they have of their landlords is the first part.  Explain the benefits of safe 

housing to the landlords and assist in changing their attitudes to reflect the suggestion made by 

Mr. Wadas.  Punish the student for violating fire code instead of creating punishment for wanting 

to live safely.  The implications for CFD will be a safer off-campus environment and reduction 

of a community risk through proactive measures instead of reacting to a crisis the next time a 

student dies in a fire. 

Recommendations 

Strategies and resources exist to correct the problems that were uncovered in this ARP.  

The student population is a captive audience regardless of what most people will say.  The 

student attitudes revealed in this research can be reversed.  The proposed recommendation to 

prevent injury, loss of life, and property damage in the off-campus region is an achievable two 

phase program.  In the first phase, OSU needs to take a proactive stance and create a required 

class for all students that deals with fire safety.  The current system OSU is using is not effective.  

OSU knows that their current attempt to reach all incoming freshmen is not working.  The 

university needs to adopt a fire and life safety curriculum and require all freshmen take a class 

that is focused on said curriculum.  The class can be designed around a life skills format and not 
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be considered an option; the course will be a requirement.  OSU takes pride in being a leader 

amongst the university system in the United States, and the development of such a course can 

become something that reaches across America and saves lives for decades to come.   

The class created would have measurable goals, as the course evaluation would reveal 

success or failure.  All classes are continuously evaluated and this course would need to be 

evaluated and updated on an annual basis.  The changes would need to be implemented to 

replicate the continuous change that takes place in society.  The only way a course like this could 

be successful is with a dynamic composition.  Student attitudes and values change.  As long as 

the course kept pace with student needs it would be successful.  The evidence of success will be 

revealed as the attitudes and knowledge levels are measured with pre course and post course 

knowledge surveys.  If change is not made at the student level, all other change will lack 

complete effectiveness.   

The second phase recommended is the rating system for off-campus housing as proposed 

by the university.  This proposal must become a reality.  In reviewing what has taken place in the 

legislative system in Ohio, it appears that the CFD tried to do too much too fast.  Attempting to 

create legislation at the state level was not successful.  Addressing the city code and creating a 

rating system of gold, silver, and bronze as described would be an easier hurdle than going to the 

Statehouse.  The City of Columbus has a very impressive working relationship with OSU.  The 

two most powerful individuals in Columbus are the mayor and the OSU president.  If these two 

pushed the off-campus housing rating system through local legislation, as proposed by President 

Gee, chances are very high that acceptance would be gained.  The rating system needs to be 

explained to the landlords as an avenue to generate additional income.  The rating system would 

not require any change on the side of the landlord; it would just require that the landlords open 
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their properties to inspectors so the properties can be rated.  The higher the rating, the more the 

landlord can charge in rent.  There is a very good chance that parents would be willing to pay the 

higher rent knowing that their children are living in safe properties.  This proposal will meet 

initial resistance from landlords because they would have to allow inspectors in to their 

properties that to date have not been inspected.  There would be an initial cost with repairing any 

immediate noted violations.  The landlord would not be rated if the rating objectives were not 

met.  This does not mean inspections are an option; it means that after inspection, if the property 

did not meet the requirements of the rating system, the landlord can still rent the property, it just 

cannot be advertised as a rated occupancy.  This proposal would finally allow building and fire 

inspectors into properties that have been off-limits to date.  This proposal is a win for the student 

because it creates a safer property, a win for the community as a whole because it reduces an 

existing risk, and a win for the city and the Fire Division because properties can know be 

properly inspected and recorded.  The faction that will oppose this proposal is the small landlord. 

One way to get buy-in is by having the city offer temporary tax abatements if the property use 

changes.  The landlords will also need to understand that this can create justification for higher 

rent, thus more income.  The properties may also incur an insurance savings based on the review 

and rating of the newly inspected and possible reclassification of the structure.    

The creation of a fire safety life skills class, along with a rental safety rating system for 

student housing, will reduce the community risk that currently exists.  Changing human behavior 

and changing the environment in which humans reside will have a positive effect on all entities 

involved.  The change in human behavior will not only impact the lives of the students while 

they are at OSU but will have a lasting effect on their lifestyles since this is such a formative 

time in a young adult’s life.  The Division of Fire will reap the benefit of an improved off-
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campus district and greater record of what actually exists as student housing.  The rating program 

that will include OSU’s prevention officers, CFD prevention officers, and building code officials 

will increase the amount of individuals working in the area with the common goal to make a 

safer environment without an additional cost to the Division of Fire.  The increased manpower 

focused on this area will come as a result of utilization of OSU prevention officers and the 

building code officials already assigned to this area. 

If these two proposals are implemented, with minimal cost to the city and university, the 

outcomes will be measureable in the years to come.  An overall evaluation of fires in the area can 

be tracked, and a reduction of twenty-five percent per year set as the goal.  At the end of a four 

year cycle, all of the students will have completed the fire safety life skills class and a 

measurable goal of a one hundred percent drop in preventable structure fires shall be realized.  A 

price can be placed on a structure, but a price cannot be placed on the loss of a life.  If the 

reduction in fires saves lives and properties, the success of the two phase recommendation will 

be remarkable.      
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Appendix A 
National Fire Academy 

Executive Analysis of Community Risk Reduction 
Reducing Off-Campus Fire Fatalities and Injuries at OSU Survey 

Battalion Chief Chris Blair 
 

1. Have you ever had any fire safety awareness training? 

2. If you answered yes to #1, who conducted the training?   

3. How many years did you live on campus? 

4. How many years have you lived off campus? 

5. Have you ever seen a Columbus Fire Department inspector in your off-campus residence? 

6. Have you ever seen a building code official in your off-campus residence? 
 

7. How would you rate your own knowledge level when it comes to fire safety? 
a. Non-existent 
b. Low 
c. Average 
d. Above average 
e. High 

 
8. How would you rate your current residence as a “Fire Safe” place to live? 

a. Very Dangerous 
b. Dangerous 
c. Safe 
d. Very Safe 
e. Extremely Safe 

9. How old are you and in what year of college are you currently? 

 
10. Do you have any suggestions as to how the off-campus housing environment can be made safer? 
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Appendix B 
Interview with Fire Investigator Greg Haggit 

 

1. Was the structure fire on April 13, 2003 that claimed the lives of five student’s arson? 

2. Did the structure have any type of alarm system? 

3. What was the actual cause of death? 

4. Where did the fire appear to start? 

5. Was furniture to play in the area of origin? 

6. Was alcohol an apparent factor in the cause of death? 

7. In your professional opinion, if alcohol was not involved would these students had a 
greater chance of survival? 
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Appendix C 
Interview with OSU Director Patrick Maughan 

 
1. What program does OSU use for introducing incoming freshmen to fire safety? 

2. Have you heard of other programs, besides what OSU is using, at other universities? 

3. Does the university use any method for teaching fire safety to off-campus students? 

4. What is the opinion of the university concerning the off-campus housing region and 
how safe it is? 

 

5. Has OSU ever experienced an on-campus fire death? 

 
6. Does OSU address fire safety with the off-campus Greek population? 

 
7. What is done on campus to assure safe living in the dormitories? 

 
8. Does OSU have a plan to address the concerns with off-campus housing? 

 
9. What has OSU learned over the years when dealing with the landlords in the off- 

campus housing region?  
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Appendix D 
Interview with Deputy Fire Marshall Battalion Chief Sean Devlin 

 
1. What is the Fire Prevention Bureau doing to improve the off-campus housing district? 

2. What has the Fire Prevention Bureau done in the past to improve this area of the city? 

3. What challenges have been presented in this region? 

4. How successful is the inspection program in the OSU off-campus area? 

5. What plans are in place to create a safer off-campus housing district? 

6. Has the Fire Prevention Bureau partnered with any other entities in dealing with the 
issue? 
 

7. What is the role of CFD in dealing with OSU on campus? 

8. How effective is the OFC in combatting the issues presented with the off-campus region?  
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Appendix E 
Curriculum vita for Patrick G Maughan 

A. VITA 
 
Patrick G. Maughan 
Risk and Emergency Management, Student Life 
The Ohio State University 
Room 600, Lincoln Tower  
1800 Cannon Drive 
Columbus, Ohio 43210 
(614) 247-2182 (work); 889-2910 (home); maughan.1@osu.edu 
 
 
DEGREES IN EDUCATION  
Bachelor of Science – Psychology -The Ohio State University- 1972 
Graduate work – City and Regional Planning – The Ohio State University- 1978 
 
EXPERIENCE 
Director, Risk and Emergency Management- The Ohio State University- Student Life 2007-present. 
Director of Security & Fire Prevention Services- The Ohio State University- 2003-2007 
Director of Security Services- The Ohio State University. 1995- 2003 
Principal- Comprehensive Facilities Planning Inc. 1996- 2009 
Consultant – Campus Safety Solutions LLC 2000 
Director of Security and Safety – Wexner Center for the Arts 1989- 1995 
Assistant Chief, EMS and Fire Prevention – The Ohio State University 1985-1989 
Paramedic, EMS and Fire Prevention – The Ohio State University 1979-1985 
 
CERTIFICATIONS AND RECOGNITION 
Elected, Vice Chair Columbus chapter of the American Society for Industrial Security. 1989-1986 
Elected, Chair Columbus chapter of the American Society for Industrial Security. 1986-1987 
Certified, Fire Safety Inspector, State of Ohio 
Certified Institutional Protection Manager – International Foundation for Cultural Property Protection 
Advanced CPTED training- National Crime Prevention Institute 
 
 
SELECTED PRESENTATIONS AND PUBLICATIONS 
National Conference, ASIS International, “Protecting Special Assets” 2002 
Regional Conference, SCUP, The Society for University Planners, “Planning for Security”, 2001 
Regional Conference, NACUBO, The National Assoc. of  College and University Business Officers, 
“Risk Management for Universities and Colleges” 2004 
German Village Society, “They Will Steal Anything”, 2004 
 “ Study Abroad: Safely” Campus Law Enforcement Journal, Maughan, Kleberg (2001), 
 “Reducing the Risk” Campus Law Enforcement Journal, Maughan, Kleberg (1996) 
 “Two Keys to Security”, Bureau of Business Practice, Maughan, (1996) 
Safety Evaluation for Campus Parking Garage Performance Using Fuzzy Logic Tseng, Hadipriono, 
Duanne, Maughan (2001) 
“Treasure Hunt” Ohio State Alumni Magazine, Maughan, Kelberg,(2011) 
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Appendix F 
Curriculum Vita for Battalion Chief Sean Devlin  

SEAN A. DEVLIN 
495 Mill Wind Dr  •  Westerville, OH  •  (614) 579-1839  •  SADevlin@columbus.gov 

 
 

BATTALION CHIEF 
Fire Prevention Bureau 

 
Division of Fire, Columbus, Ohio  ▪  1997 – Present 

$240M Operating Budget 
 
Instrumental in restructuring and realigning the Fire Prevention Bureau to meet/exceed the 
Division Mission Statement.  Played strategic role in restoring and coordinating  cooperation 
with other City Departments and Federal Agencies with Division accountability, reporting and 
management controls. 

 
Battalion Chief        2011 -Present 
Captain         2007 – 2011 
Lieutenant         2004 – 2007 
Firefighter         1997 – 2004 
 

BATTALION CHIEF (2011 – Present) / CAPTAIN (2007 – 2011) 
Promoted from front line Supervisor to Captain/Battalion Chief of the Fire Prevention Bureau 
and immediately faced significant Division challenges that negatively impacted the perception of 
the Fire Prevention Bureau, including the moral of the current personnel assigned to the Bureau.  
Direct responsibility of Community Relations, Fire/Bomb Investigations, High-Rise Inspections, 
Special Inspections, School/Industrial Inspections and Plans Review.  Indirect responsibility for 
Company and Lieutenant High-Rise Inspectors. 
 
Management 

Organized procedures on tracking and assigning inspections with other City Agencies.  
Created a MOU with the State of Ohio on State projects built within the City of 
Columbus.  Simplified the permitting process to increase productivity and loss of 
revenue.  Mandated all personnel obtain cross-training certifications in specialized 
inspections. 

 
Committees/Boards 

Off-Campus Housing Initiative, Fleet Accident Review Committee, Terrorism Tactical 
Planning Team, and National Fire Sprinkler Association. 

 
Administration 

Performed Bureau analysis to identify potential cost-saving areas for improvement.  
Established formal Inspection policies and procedures.  Implemented Community 
Relations Program tracking policies to establish demographic analysis of data for future 
use.   

mailto:SADevlin@columbus.gov�
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SEAN A. DEVLIN / PAGE TWO 

 
 
Financial 

Established formal revenue policies and procedures that align inspection/permit fees with 
actual cost to the city, resulting in 95% of overtime expenditures to be collected from 
third-party entities.    

 
Information Technology 

Currently working to implement enhanced technology for reporting and tracking 
inspections resulting in a paper-less system under the Mayoral green initiative.  Created 
web-based links for public access to permits and inspection forms. 

 
LEUTENANT (2004 – 2007) 

 
Promoted to front line supervisor.  Direct responsibility for individual crews in the fire 
suppression/EMS meeting the Division’s mission statement.  Instrumental in the creating 
and implementation of the Division’s first Dive and Rescue Team (DART). 

 
EDUCATION 

 
Jurist Doctorate, Capital Law School, 2012 – present. 

Masters of Business Administration, Franklin University, 2003 
BS, Accounting/English, Summa Cum Laude, John Carroll University, 1993 

 
PROFESSIONAL AFFILIATIONS/CERTIFICATIONS 

 
International Association of Arson Investigators, PADI Public Safety Diver, Financial 
Management Association, and American Bar Association – Law Student Division 
 
Fire Fighter I & II – State of Ohio  Fire Inspector – State of Ohio 
EMT Basic – State of Ohio   Fire Instructor – State of Ohio 
Origin & Causes – State of Ohio/National Fire Academy 
Command & Control Large Scale Incidents – National Fire Academy 
NIMS 100 – 800 - FEMA 
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Appendix G 
Interview with fraternity president Mike Wadas 

 
1. Who manages the Pike House? 

 
 
2. Is the house inspected for fire and life safety annually? 

 
 

3. What is the overall attitude of members that live in the house towards fire safety? 
 
 

4. How can life safety attitudes improve amongst college students? 
 
 

5. How prevalent is drinking? 
 
 

6. Have you ever seen a CFD member of OSU representative in the Fraternity house for fire 
or life safety inspections? 

 
 

7. Have you personally ever had any level of fire and life safety awareness while attending 
OSU? 

 
 

8. In your opinion who is responsible for training the students at OSU when it comes to fire 
and life safety? 
 

 
9. How can students, on and off campus, be reached concerning fire and life safety? 

 
10. How often do you feel the residence is beyond rated occupancy? 
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