» Freshmen are the most vulnerable, 1A
» Data on causes, times and places, 2A
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Fast-moving blaze; Miami of Ohio students, including some who lived in the burned-out house in the background,
pay their respects at the site where three of their fellow students, including Julie Turnbull, right, died in April.

Off-campus fires
claim young lives




“Student housmg is often older
densely packed and unsafe

By Robert Davis
and Anthony DeBarros
USA TODAY

Linda Turnbull figured that one
day she would attend the Emmy
Awards to watch her daughter julie
receive a top television honor.

The senior majoring in mass
communications at Miami Univer-
sity in Oxford, Ohio, had been
promised a job at the production
company where she was working
as an intern. She loved the work.
Ft[us she seemed to live a charmed
ife.

“She had a way of making you
feel special, and she would brighten
the room when she walked in with
her smile,” Linda Turnbull says.
“She had everything going for fer.”

But julie Turnbull was one of
three college students who died
when a house near campus burned
April 10. She was spending the
night with friends when a fire start-
ed in the recreation room of the
house rented by nine students.

will pop up.”

In the reports studied by USA TO-
DAY, 76% of the students who died
in fires were within 2 miles of cam-
pus; 73% were within 1 mile. Only
14% died on campus.

Among other seniors who died
was Jamie Dutko, 22, of Strongs-
ville, Ohio. He was one of two peo-
ple killed in a fire May 19, 2001,
near Ohio University. The fire start-
ed under a desk near computer
wiring. Smoke alarms in the resi-
dence were not working, according
to fire officials in Athens.

After the fire, city officials began
requiring smoke alarms with bat-
teries that cannot be removed. But
Athens Fire Chief Robert Troxel says
some college students now just re-
move the whole smoke detector
when it sounds during smoky
parties or overcooked meals.

“It gets back to responsibility,”
Troxel says. “Don’t remove fire safe-
ty equipment.” :

Lettie Latiolais, who lost her son,
Kurt, in a fire near Louisiana State

University on Oct.
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Visit usatoday.com to hear Linda and
Doug Turnbull talk about their daughter
and to send us your feedback on this report.

18, 2003, says par-
ents must consider
fire risks because
“the kids are not
concerned.”

“I teach elemen-
tary school, and we

A USA TODAY study of deaths of
four-year college students found
that fires were a leading cause, es-
pecially for seniors. Seniors account
for 36% of the fire fatalities in the
study, which also found that when
students die in fires, it usually hap-
pens just off campus.

Near-campus housing often lacks
smoke alarms, sprinkler systems
and easy escape routes. Ed Co-
meau, director of the Center for
Campus Fire Safety in Ambherst,
Mass., says such houses are often
older buildings, packed with elec-
tronics and young adults hosting
parties and cooking for the first
time in their own kitchens.

When the fire that killed Turn-
bull started in the early hours,
flames raced through the 136-year-
old house, gobbling up construction
materials and spewing toxic fumes
and smoke, Investigators say Turn-
bull died of smoke inhalation.

When a police officer called to
tell Linda Turnbull that there had
been a fire and she needed to make
the hour drive to Oxford, she recalls
feeling sorry for “those poor kids.”

It did not sink in that the officer
was trylng to tell her that julie had
died. “Then, when I hung up, it just
clicked that he means Julie is one of
the victims,” she says.

Even now, her mind still plays
tricks on her. “Some days,” she says,
“Ihope it's all a big mistake, and she

always taught our
children fire safety,” she says. “Then
we bring our two kids to LSU, and
we never once thought about fire

- safety. We just assumed it was tak-

encareof.”

Though colleges have no respon-
sibility for the structures that sur-
round their campuses, some
schools and governments try to
prepare students before they move
out into the community,

The state of New York sends offi-
cials from the fire marshal's office
to campuses to inspect buildings
and teach students about fire safety.
Since the program began two years
ago, it has reached tens of thou-
sands of students.

“We are hoping that by catching
the students in their freshman year,
we get fire safety in their minds,”
says Paul Martin, a deputy chief in
New York's office of Fire Prevention
and Control.

“Then, when they move off cam-
pus, they have already seen this.
We want this to be a lifestyle
change.”

Linda Turnbull says parents
should insist on higher standards.

When she went to collect her
daughter’s belongings, she says, she
was reminded that julie died on the
threshold of her adult life.

“When we went in her room, we
saw that she had picked up her cap
and gown that day. They were laid
out on her bed.”

Men are most
vulnerable

Overall, men outnumbered women ~
nearly 3 to 1 in the deaths studied,
but the percentages varied by the
type of death. The percentage of
tze dead who were men, by cate-
gory:
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drug
overdose

Falls

7%

91%

-
3

Suicides 73%

Health-
related

g

Vehicles

3
3

=
=]
2%

Fires

Homicides'

%

Pedestrian 55%

1 - Does pot include deaths resuiting from arson

Deadliest days,
months

More than 51% of the incidents that
led to deaths happened from Fri-
day to Sunday. By month, the larg-
est percentage of deaths occurred
in April and September.

Days

Sunday 16%

Monday
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Friday

Saturday 18%

Months

January - 9%
February - 10%
March [ 9%

April
May (R0
June ’ 2%
July I 2%
August - 5%
September - 14%
October m 1%

November 10%

December m 6%

Note: Because of rounding, some percentages
may not add up ta 100,
Saurces: USA TODAY research
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By Marcy E. Mullins, USA TODAY

“Parents should
‘evaluate risks

The USA TODAY analysis of student
deaths finds that a disproportionate num-
ber of freshmen die. They represent 35%
of undergraduate deaths in the study —
but only 24% of the undergraduate pop-
ulation — from such causes as illness,
suicides and accidents.

Parents should be “aware of the poten-
tial risks to college students and take rea-
sonable measures,” says Ann Franke of
Wise Results, a Washington-based educa-
tion law and risk management firm.

Health

Alan Glass of the American College
Health Association says parents should ask
schools about their medical services and
educate their freshmen about health risks.

“The transition to college is a time when
they become primarily responsible for
their own health,” he says. “Up to this
point there may have been a parent or an
older sibling or relative who helped with
these decisions.”

Franke says one option parents may
consider is visiting the local emergency
room to ask personnel what illnesses or in-
juries they see in college students. That
could Ejrlowde a glimpse of the dangers in
their child's new world, she says.

Peer pressure

Parents need to prepare their children
for the unexpected by asking, “What are
you going to do if you see a friend in trou-
ble?" says Helen johnson, a Chapel Hill,
N.C.-based consultant in parent relations
for universities. Related questions:

» Can you put the brakes on a risky sit-
uation and stay friends?

» Do you always wear your seat belt?
What would you do if a student was driv-
ing poorly, under the influence or while
distracted?

Geof Brown of the North America
Interfraternity Conference says parents
should get involved when their children
become interested in a fraternity or soror-
ity. He says parents should look inside frat
houses and talk to their freshmen about
where to pledge. For every fraternity that
looks like a set from the movie Animal
House, he says, 10 are well-kept and suited
for study.

“If they can’t take care of the place
where they are supposed to be living,
learning and building a strong fraternity
together, then it says a lot about where
their priorities are.’

Fire safety

Apartments and other housing just
off campus often lack smoke alarms, sprin-
kler systems and easy escape.

Instead, says Ed Comeau of the Center
for Campus Fire Safety in Amherst, Mass.,
all housing should be inspected for smoke
alarms, sprinkler systems and an easy way
to escape. On campus, experts suggest

* that parents find out the school’s policies

on heat sources in dorms and discuss
them with their children.

1

o




