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Quick action on campus saved lives, and university of-
ficials are now examining how they can improve disas-
ter response and upgrade life safety systems to better
protect students and faculty.

A tragedy that occurred hundreds of miles away prepared
officials at Northern Illinois University (NIU) in DeKalb for
the possibility of a crisis on their own campus. And when
that day came in February 2008, some lives were lost,
some were saved and many were altered forever when a
gunman began shooting people on campus.

CAMPUS FIREZONE

Northern lllinois University Refines Mass Notification

In Wake of Fatal Shooting

By Jim Kapparos

Business Development Manager, Healthcare and Education, System Sensor

In 2007, the entire nation was reeling from the devas-
tation of the Virginia Tech University shootings in
Blacksburg, Va. As a result of that tragedy, NIU de-
cided to apply lessons learned from Virginia Tech and
re-examine and fine-tune its own emergency plan.
The hope, of course, was never to have to implement
the plan for a similar event. Unfortunately, NIU’s
emergency plan was put to the test on Feb. 14, 2008,
as the result of a shooting on campus.

No one knew why the shooter chose NIU, other than
he had previously attended classes there. A history of
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mental illness may have brought him to Cole Hall where
he opened fire, killing five students and injuring more
than 20. He also shot himself and died at the scene.

As the emergency unfolded, NIU replaced its normal
Web site home page with an all-crisis news page, ex-
plaining the incident, and it disseminated an e-mail
message notifying the campus population that a shoot-
ing was underway. In addition, public safety officials
arrived on the scene within minutes to restore safety.

Because of the emer-

victims or did not hear about it from someone else.
They were unaware of the situation until well after it
had concluded.

“I think a lot of universities are looking at what other
technologies are out there and what are the ways to
retrofit existing technology,” Magara said. “Can there
be a better use of existing fire alarms? In our case, the
incident was over so quickly, there was no further dan-
ger in about two minutes.” Some campuses are expand-
ing their use of A/V notification, such as by using lights
of different colors on these devices, to denote non-fire
emergencies.

gency plan’s warning
messages, many stu-
dents and faculty locked
themselves into rooms,
turned lights off, closed
drapes and hid. Others
stayed off campus,
while others fled the
area.

A major part of NIU’s
mass notification suc-
cess was the all-crisis

the shooting, NIU had

installed six dedicated
servers to support the
Web site, which was a
fortuitous decision: In the first 48 hours after the shoot-
ing, the NIU Web site got 14 million hits.

February 2008.

“If we did not have those servers, it would have
crashed,” said Melanie Magara, NIU’s Assistant Vice
President for Public Affairs. “We had people who
learned in a timely manner what was happening on cam-
pus via our Web site.”

NIU has been appropriately praised for its actions and
reactions regarding the situation. However, some stu-
dents and faculty learned, taught, talked and walked on
campus throughout the shooting. They were not using
computers, were not close enough to see or hear the

W R io sl M i -l Cole Hall (the single-story building pictured in the back-
ground) was the site of a shooting in which five students
were killed at Northern Illinois University in DeKalb in

4! Magara believes that if every-
‘fone in all buildings could have
been alerted to the shooting,

| campus officials would have
~ | told people to “stay where you
tare.”

What’s Next?

In the months after the shoot-
ing, NIU faced various ques-
tions: What would have hap-
pened if there were multiple
shooters, winding their way
through campus? What if those
shooters orchestrated assaults at timed intervals? School
officials know the potential for disaster was far greater
than what actually transpired. Was the school ready for
what might have been?

Questions are turning into solutions as NIU officials con-
tinue to work toward further securing the campus for
anything that might arise in the future. The school has
received some grants to help make the campus among
the safest in the state, if not the country. Questions
asked and solutions developed may provide a basic out-
line for others responsible for protecting hundreds or
thousands of people.
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Therefore, a
“building-specific
emphasis” is guid-
ing NIU in its quest
to further improve
security and mass
notification on
campus. NIU is
looking at all of its
buildings individu-
ally for emergency
preparation and
mass notification
because of each
structure’s special-
ized purpose.

“We’re looking at
whether someone
should be assigned
to lock the doors or
open the doors,
given the type of
building it is and its
use,” she said.
“Does someone
know where the
disabled students
may be in a given
building who may
need assistance
with evacuation?
And whose job is
it? From a technol-
ogy aspect, what’s
necessary? If
there’s a shooter
and a fire alarm
goes off, do | know
what that means?
Is it nuanced in its
operation so differ-
ent signals mean
different things?”

Special attention is
being directed to
the residence halls.
“All the residence

| EXTINGUISHER
3 TRAINING WITHOUT
I THE MESS

.
W

)

=

TRAIN YOUR STAFF, STUDENTS AND FACULTY TO FIGHT
CLASS A, B AND C FIRES WITH THE BULLEX INTELLIGENT
TRAINING SYSTEM™

The Intelligent Training System uses while eliminating the hazards of conventional

clean-burning propane fed flames and a fire extinguisher training. Click to learn how

quick-recharge air/water training extinguisher ~ at BullExSafety.com.

SMART TOOLS
FOR REAL TRAINING

1-888-4BULLEX + 8 WWW.TWITTER.COM/BULLEX + WWW.BULLEXSAFETY.COM

to provide a realistic simulation for trainees

TO SEE LIVE FIRE TRAINING
in action, check out our videos at

WWW.BULLEXSAFETY.COM.
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halls include fire alarms, but their age and functional-
ity vary widely,” Magara said. “We’ve had unfunded
mandates for sprinklers, and we’re evaluating what we
have as part of this process, too. We meet all codes,
but when you add some of the required things, we
need to evaluate what we have in place that enables
us to communicate non-verbally.”

Further analysis shows why NIU’s reaction to the shoot-
ing was appropriate and successful.

“On Feb. 14, we had a plan and we had practiced our
plan,” Magara said. “When | got word of a shooting, |
had to make two quick phone calls. We had the author-
ity to carry out that plan. There was no time to have a
meeting. We needed to err on the side of giving people
as much information as possible as quickly as possible,
and it worked.”

Jim Kapparos ... Since 1992, Jim Kapparos has
been involved in many aspects of the fire alarm

industry. He is employed as the Business Develop-
ment Manager, Healthcare and Education for Sys-
tem Sensor.

He is a member of National Fire Pro-
tection Association (NFPA), the Society Fire of Pro-
tection Engineers (SFPE) and several State fire/
burglar alarm associations including the Florida Fire
Marshals and Inspectors Association (FFMIA). He is a
graduate of the University of Maryland and holds a
NICET certification.
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FLASHPOINT—ONLINE FIRE SAFETY PROGRAM

Students need information about campus fire safety.

NIFAST has it.

HashPoint
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Presenting the Mational Institute of Fire
and Safety Training, and the Flashpoint
college fire safety course and test.
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Martiganal Incctitute of Fire and Safery Tralnineg

With the new FLASHPOINT on-line fire safety
program, MNIFAST is on track to change how
students are educated about fire safety in the
campus environment. Our goal is to provide
institutional leaders and their students with the
information and tools they need to dewvelop
well-informed, cost-effective  strategies  for
reducing fires in campus housing environments.
Use FLASHPOINT to educate, test and gain
measurable  results for  your  Universityl

For detailed information or a free demo, visit our
website: www.nifast.org. or call 1-877-347-3702.

Togetherwe will make the world a safer place.
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