Fire Safety for Babies and Toddlers
Sources:  Larry Piercy and U. S. Fire Administration

If you’re a parent, grandparent or take care of children under age five years, you’ll find these statistics heartbreaking and alarming.

Children under age five are twice as likely to die in a fire as the rest of us.

Of the thousands of children annually injured or killed in home fires, 40 percent are under age five.

Toddlers age three to four cause many home fires by playing with matches and lighters.  In fact, matches, lighters and other heat sources are the leading causes of fire-related deaths for children under five years old. 

Two-thirds of the home fires that kill children occur in homes without a working smoke alarm.  A working smoke alarm can reduce by 50 percent the chance of dying in a house fire. 

The good news is that with some preparation and practice each of us can help prevent these tragedies. One way to remember and teach others fire safety practices is to think of the three P’s – prepare, practice and prevent.

When a fire breaks out, you have only seconds to escape the heat, black smoke and deadly gases. To help you prepare to quickly leave, install smoke alarms on each floor of your home, outside sleeping areas, and inside bedrooms where the doors often are closed.  Test smoke alarm batteries monthly and replace them at least once a year.  Keep extra batteries on hand. 

Most hardware, home supply, discount or general merchandise stores sell smoke alarms and their batteries.  Sometimes, a local fire department will install smoke alarms for little or no cost.

If you keep the door to an infant or toddler’s room closed, keep a working smoke alarm in the room and use baby monitors so you can hear the alarm sound.

Familiarize children with the sound of smoke alarms as soon as they are able to comprehend this information.  Teach them that if an alarm goes off, they must immediately crawl on the floor under the smoke to leave the house and meet at a designated location outside.

A flickering flame can fascinate children.  They don’t understand the dangers of a fire or how easily one can be started by playing with matches and lighters.

If your children are curious about lighters or matches, or have played with these, carefully explain that these are tools adults carefully use.  Always hide matches out of children’s reach and sight.  Also, securely store “child-resistant” lighters; these aren’t necessarily childproof.  Never use matches or lighters to amuse children; they might imitate what you did.

Always closely supervise young children. 


Prevent fires by teaching safe behaviors at home as well as by your example. Keep children at least three feet away from the stove when you’re cooking; don’t overload electrical outlets or extension cords and have your heating systems checked annually.

If you smoke, use deep ashtrays and soak the ashes in water.  And never smoke in bed.

Fire can engulf a home in a matter of seconds, so be prepared by developing a detailed escape plan and practicing it with your children.


To develop the plan, draw a basic diagram of your home; mark all windows and doors; plan two routes out of each room and designate a family meeting place outside.  Consider several scenarios such as a fire in the kitchen, bedroom or basement. Then, develop options for a safe escape from each situation.  Also include a strategy for when one parent is out of the home.

Figure the best way to help babies and toddlers get out.   You might want to keep a harness near the crib so you can carry the baby out, leaving hour hands free to help another child.

Practice the escape plan at least twice a year.  Show children how to cover their nose and mouth to reduce smoke inhalation.  Also, have older children practice touching a closed door to see if it’s hot before opening, crawling out below the smoke, and using the two escape routes from different rooms.

Keep escape exits clear of toys and debris. 


Teach children never to go back inside a burning house.


Sometimes firefighters’ uniforms might be scary to young children, so teach them not to hide from firefighters, who are there to help in an emergency.  One way is to take children to an open house at the fire station.


For more information, contact your (County Name) Cooperative Extension Service.

Educational programs of the Kentucky Cooperative Extension Service serve all people regardless of race, color, age, sex, religion, disability or national origin.
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