
The Ziggurat  •  707 Third Street  •  West Sacramento, California  95798-9052  •  (916) 376-5000 

 
November 20, 2003 
 
 
Ms. Diane F. Boyer-Vine 
Legislative Counsel 
State Capitol, Room 3021, B-30 
Sacramento, CA  95814 
 
 
Dear Ms. Boyer-Vine: 
 
Attached is a copy of the “AB 320 Portable Classroom Egress Study” as required by 
Chapter 634, Statutes of 2002 (AB 320 – Reyes). 
 
The study was conducted under the direction of the Division of the State Architect.   
It concludes that portable classrooms, like all classrooms, are provided with numerous 
life safety measures which protect school children from fire and other emergencies.  
 
Additionally, the report recommends that existing regulations be clarified with regard to 
the location and size of emergency escape or rescue windows for classrooms, to 
provide even greater safety for school children.  The State Architect intends to coordinate 
with the State Fire Marshal, who promulgates fire and panic regulations for schools, on 
the development and submittal of a code change proposal to the Building Standards 
Commission, which will clarify the California Building Code with regard to requirements 
for emergency escape and rescue windows for new school classrooms.  
 
If you have any questions, please contact Stephan Castellanos, State Architect  
at (916) 445-4167. 
 
Sincerely,  
 
 
 
William J. Jefferds, Ed. D.  
Director, Department of General Services 
 
WJJ/ob     
 
Attachments 
 
cc: See Distribution List #2 
 Stephan Castellanos, FAIA, State Architect 
 

 

 S t a t e  o f  C a l i f o r n i a   •   A r n o l d  S c h w a r z e n e g g e r ,  G o v e r n o r  
S t a t e  a n d  C o n s u m e r  S e r v i c e s  A g e n c y   

D E P A R T M E N T  O F  G E N E R A L  S E R V I C E S  

Executive Office 
 

  



DISTRIBUTION #2 
LEGISLATIVE REPORT LISTING 

 
ORIGINAL LETTER TO EACH OF THE FOLLOWING: 
 
Ms. Diane F. Boyer-Vine Mr. E. Dotson Wilson 
Legislative Counsel Chief Clerk of the Assembly 
State Capitol, Room 3021, B-30 State Capitol, Room 3196, E-24 
Sacramento, CA  95814 Sacramento, CA  95814 
(1 original) (1 original) 
  
Mr. Gregory Palmer Schmidt  
Secretary of the Senate  
State Capitol, Room 3044, E-22  
Sacramento, CA  95814  
(1 original)  
  
  
 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
COPY OF LEGISLATIVE COUNSEL’S LETTER TO EACH OF THE FOLLOWING: 
 
Richard Costigan, Legislative Secretary Office of Legislative Counsel 
Office of the Governor Attention:  Indexing Division 
State Capitol, First Floor, E-15 925 L Street, Suite 1150, B-30 
Sacramento, CA  95814 Sacramento, CA  95814 
(1 copy) (1 copy) 
  
Happy Chastain, Deputy Secretary-Legislation California State Library 
State and Consumer Services Agency Government Publications Section 
915 Capitol Mall, Room 200, C-14 914 Capitol Mall, E-29 
Sacramento, CA  95814 Sacramento, CA  95814 
(1 copy) (2 copies) 
  
S. Calvin Smith, Program Budget Manager Originating Office 
Department of Finance  
915 L Street, A-15  
Sacramento, CA  95814  
(1 copy)  
  
Fred Klass, Program Budget Manager  
Department of Finance  
915 L Street, A-15  
Sacramento, CA  95814  
(1 copy)  
  
Gary Longholm, Acting Assistant Director-Legislation  
Department of General Services  
707 Third Street, 8 th Floor, Z-1  
West Sacramento, CA  95605  
(1 copy) LEGISLATURE--REVISED 11/17/03 
  
Debbie Baker, Budget and Planning Officer  
Office of Fiscal Services  
707 Third Street, 9 th Floor, Z-1  
West Sacramento, CA  95605  
(1 copy)  
 



  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

AB 320 PORTABLE CLASSROOM 
EGRESS STUDY 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Department of General Services 
Division of the State Architect 

1130 K Street 
Suite 101 

Sacramento, California  95814 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

June 25, 2003 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 i  
 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY OF SIGNIFICANT FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS ...............iii 
INTRODUCTION .......................................................................................................................... 1 
PORTABLE CLASSROOMS ........................................................................................................ 1 

DEFINITION ................................................................................................................................. 2 
DSA APPROVED PORTABLE CLASSROOMS .................................................................................. 2 
PERMANENT BUILDINGS .............................................................................................................. 3 
COMBUSTIBILITY ......................................................................................................................... 4 
AUTOMATIC SPRINKLER SYSTEM REQUIREMENTS ........................................................................ 5 
FIRE ALARM SYSTEM REQUIREMENTS.......................................................................................... 6 
SITE CONSIDERATIONS................................................................................................................ 6 

OCCUPANCY ............................................................................................................................... 6 
EMERGENCY EGRESS...............................................................................................................7 

DEFINITION ................................................................................................................................. 7 
NUMBER OF EXITS ...................................................................................................................... 7 
EMERGENCY ESCAPE WINDOWS.................................................................................................. 8 
DOORS AND LOCKS..................................................................................................................... 9 
FURNITURE LAYOUT .................................................................................................................. 10 
EMERGENCY PROCEDURES ....................................................................................................... 10 
EMERGENCY DRILLS ................................................................................................................. 13 

ANALYSIS .................................................................................................................................. 13 
STATISTICAL FIRE DATA ............................................................................................................ 13 
FIRE SCENARIOS....................................................................................................................... 15 
HUMAN BEHAVIOR..................................................................................................................... 16 
TIME-BASED EGRESS ANALYSIS ................................................................................................ 17 

RECOMMENDATIONS............................................................................................................... 19 
 



 ii  
 

 

LIST OF TABLES 
 
TABLE 1. TIMED-BASED EGRESS SUMMARY........................................................................18 
 

LIST OF FIGURES 
 
FIGURE 1. TYPICAL PORTABLE CLASSROOM AREA ...........................................................17 

 

APPENDICES 
 
 
APPENDIX A – PORTABLE CLASSROOM PHOTOGRAPHS 
 
APPENDIX B – STAKEHOLDERS SURVEYS 
 
APPENDIX C – OPSC PORTABLE CLASSROOM SPECIFICATIONS 
 
APPENDIX D – TYPICAL FLOOR PLANS FOR PORTABLE CLASSROOMS 
 
APPENDIX E – SECURITY GRILLES AND SCREEN PHOTOGRAPHS 
 
APPENDIX F – PORTABLE CLASSROOM WITHOUT EMERGENCY RELEASE DEVICE 

PHOTOGRAPHS 
 
APPENDIX G – SAMPLE OF EMERGENCY PREPAREDNESS MANUAL 
 
APPENDIX H – STATISTICAL FIRE DATA 
 
APPENDIX I – FIRE SCENE PHOTOGRAPHS 
 
APPENDIX J - REFERENCES 
 
 



 iii   

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY OF SIGNIFICANT FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Portable classrooms are used extensively throughout the state of California for Kindergarten 
through 12th (K-12) grade students.  By some estimates, approximately 30 percent of the K-12 
students (approximately 2 million students statewide) are housed in portable classrooms.  
Beginning in 1996, state law required at least 30 percent of the new classrooms on a school site 
to be portable classrooms.  Many portable classroom buildings in use today were added to meet 
the requirements of the Class Size Reduction (CSR) program of 1996. 
 
The Office of the State Architect was directed by the Legislature, through passage of Chapter 
634, Statutes of 2002 (Assembly Bill 320-Reyes), to study the various means currently available 
for providing emergency exits from portable classrooms.  The study included the following tasks:   

 
• research and analyze building and fire codes regulating the design of exiting 

systems and determine adequacy in protecting occupants of portable classrooms 
from injury and death; 

 
• research and analyze statutes and codes requiring emergency release hardware on 

security grilles or screens installed on residential buildings for adaptability to schools; 
 
• research and analyze literature relating to human behavior and movement of 

individuals during emergency situations; 
 
• research and analyze statistical fire data on schools; 
 
• interview key stakeholders; and 

 
• inspection of portable classrooms in use. 

 
Currently, portable classrooms are provided with numerous life safety features including; 1) 
human element programs consisting of emergency plans, emergency drills, and trained adult 
supervision; 2) fire alarm system protection; and 3) limited combustibles.  These features create 
an exceptional level of safety. 
 
Emergency egress windows are not required from non-sprinklered classrooms having a single 
exit door unless all windows are covered with security grilles or screens.  For those portable 
classrooms requiring emergency escape windows, the code requires a sign identifying the 
window with an inside release device as an emergency exit. 
 
The statistical fire loss data indicates that fire within educational properties is not a life-
threatening problem.  The number of fire occurrences in educational facilities in California has 
decreased significantly between 1980 and 1993.  Nationally, the majority (76 percent) of fires in 
educational facilities occur in non-residential schools (Nursery-12).  However, the number of 
deaths by annual average for these fires is close to zero and the number of injuries is about 2.5 
per 100 fires.   
 
As many classrooms have a single exit (occupant load < 50), the infrequent death and injury 
rate indicates occupants are able to safely egress through one exit during a fire scenario.  
Safely egressing through a single exit suggests the exit is free of impairments such as blockage 
or door malfunction.   
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The statistical fire loss data provides no indicators that the addition of a second exit (when not 
code required) would lower injury or death rates.  To the contrary, the majority of fires and 
injuries are incendiary or suspicious, occurring during times when the buildings are not normally 
occupied.  Additional exits are, therefore, likely to have little effect on the injury and death rate in 
the majority of fires.  
 
Evaluation of typical portable classroom egress times using state of the art fire protection 
engineering methods shows times are sufficiently short to allow all occupants to safely egress 
the classroom prior to loss of tenability.  Intuitively, this makes sense, as the classroom 
dimensions are quite small (24 feet by 40 feet). 
 
Recommendations 
 
The following is recommended: 
 

1. Continue to permit a single exit door from portable classrooms having floor areas of less 
than 1,000 square feet.  

 
Discussion:  Portable classroom buildings are required to meet the same building and fire 
code requirements as built-in-place classrooms.  All classrooms with an occupant load of 
49 persons or less are permitted to have a single exit.  Access to at least two exits is only 
required when the occupant load reaches or exceeds 50 persons (i.e., when a portable 
classroom is 1,000 square feet or greater in area).  Most typical classrooms in California 
are 960 square feet in area and will have anywhere from 20 to 32 students depending on 
the grade level. 
 
The occupant load threshold (50 occupants) at which two exits are required from 
classrooms has been a standard within the Uniform Building Code (UBC) since the 1940s.  
All other national building codes also permit a single exit from these spaces when the 
occupant load is less than 50 persons. 
 
Statistically, the infrequent death and injury rate indicates a single exit provides adequate 
egress capability during fire or other emergency. 

 
2. Continue implementation of current life safety measures, which are specifically designed to 

protect students during emergency exit situations. 
 
Discussion:  Each of the life safety measures play an important part in protecting students 
during emergency exit situations.   

 
3. Modify existing regulations to clarify when and where an emergency escape or rescue 

window is required for classrooms.  At least one emergency escape or rescue window 
should be required from portable classrooms when only one exit door is provided. 

 
Discussion:  Current regulations found within the California Building Code (CBC) are 
unclear regarding emergency escape or rescue windows for classrooms.  The CBC only 
requires an emergency escape or rescue window for classrooms when metal grilles or 
screens cover every window and only one exit door is provided.  The window located 
furthest from the exit door must include an inside release device for the grilles or screens 
and also be clearly marked as an emergency exit.  However, when these security devices 
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do not cover one or more of these windows, an emergency escape or rescue window is 
not required.  Additionally, the code does not require windows in classrooms for light and 
ventilation purposes when artificial light and mechanical ventilation is provided. 
 
Most, if not all, of the portable classroom buildings in use today include one or more 
windows for light and ventilation purposes.  Many of these windows are also adequately 
sized and located for use as an emergency escape or rescue window.  For example: the 
standard specifications issued by the Office of Public School Construction call for a 4 by   
8-foot sliding window in the front and back of the portable classroom. 
 
Emergency escape or rescue windows should be located a sufficient distance from the exit 
door to ensure that an alternate escape route is available if fire or smoke were to block the 
normal means of egress system from the portable classroom.  The minimum distance 
between the exit door and the emergency window should be at least one-half of the length 
of the maximum overall diagonal dimension of the portable classroom. 
 

4. Modify existing regulations to specify a minimum net clear openable area of 5.7 square 
feet for emergency escape or rescue windows serving classrooms.  Other requirements for 
these windows should follow the same provisions found within the CBC for residential 
occupancies. 

 
Discussion:  The current CBC regulations do not specify a minimum size for classroom 
windows used as emergency exits.  By specifying a minimum opening size and maximum 
sill height for these windows, both occupants and fire department personnel will be able to 
adequately utilize them for emergency escape and rescue purposes. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
This study evaluates the safety of the various means currently available for providing 
emergency exit from portable classrooms serving California public school students from 
Kindergarten through twelfth grade (K-12).  Under the provisions of AB 320 (Chapter 634, 
Statute of 2002), the Legislature directed the Office of the State Architect to conduct a study and 
report the results of the study along with recommendations by July 1, 2003.   
 
For this study, only those portable classrooms, which are approved by the Division of the State 
Architect (DSA), were evaluated.  Portable classroom buildings which have been approved by 
the Department of Housing and Community Development (HCD) represent a small percentage 
of the overall classroom space and, therefore, were not a focus of this study.  Further, HCD 
approved relocatable structures will no longer be permitted to be used as school buildings after 
September 30, 2007, unless the Legislature extends that date. 
 
PORTABLE CLASSROOMS 
 
Portable classrooms play an important role for school facility planners in providing adequate 
classroom space for K-12 students.  Accelerated student population growth and legislative 
mandates over the past several years have increased the demand for the use of these types of 
buildings.  Additionally, student populations at individual schools will continue to expand and 
contract depending on the changing demographics of the surrounding neighborhoods.  These 
types of buildings offer an alternative to permanent classroom structures.  They are generally 
built and installed at a lesser cost and, in most cases, are placed on a school site in less time.  
Further, portable classrooms add flexibility to individual school districts since these buildings are 
also relocatable. 
 
Approximately 6.1 million K-12 students are currently enrolled in California’s public school 
system and the number of schools serving these students is nearly 9,000.  The number of 
students and schools in California, which are ranked highest in the United States, are expected 
to continue to grow over the next several years.  During the past ten years, California’s school-
age population has grown by more than one million students, an increase of 21 percent.  The 
California Department of Education estimates that over the next five years approximately 41,000 
new classrooms (22 per day) will be needed to accommodate the expanding student population.  
Currently, there are approximately 278,000 classrooms, and of these, approximately 204,000 
(73 percent) are over 25 years old.  Construction costs for new classrooms and modernization 
costs for older classrooms over the next five years are estimated at $22.81 billion.  In order to 
meet the demands for new classrooms, many of the schools will continue to utilize portable 
classrooms as an alternative to permanent buildings[1]. 
 
Many of the portable classroom buildings currently in existence were added to schools 
beginning in 1996 due to the CSR program.  This program was instituted by the Legislature to 
ensure that children in public school in Kindergarten and grades 1 to 3, inclusive, receive 
instruction in classrooms where there are not more than 20 pupils.  Additionally, under the Leroy 
F. Greene School Facilities Act of 1996, at least 30 percent of the new classrooms on a school 
site were required to be portable classrooms structures in order for the school district to qualify 
for state facility funds. 
  
The vast majority of public schools in California utilize some percentage of portable classroom 
buildings on their campuses.  Although the precise number of portable classrooms in use today 
is unknown, some estimates have placed this number close to 30 percent of the total number of 
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classrooms housing public school students.  An article published by EdSource in 1998 
estimated that over 86,500 portable school buildings were in use during the 1997-98 school 
year[2].  Los Angeles Unified School District, which is the state’s largest school district with an 
enrollment of over 735,000 students, currently utilizes approximately 9,000 portable buildings for 
classroom use.  Based on an average of 25 students in each classroom, this number represents 
approximately 30 percent of the total classrooms within the district.  The second largest school 
district, San Diego City Unified School District, with an enrollment of over 141,000 students, 
currently has approximately 2,700 portable classrooms in use.  At 25 students per classroom, 
this represents approximately 47 percent of all classrooms located within the district.  Based on 
the above, it is apparent that many of our K-12 students will continue to be placed within 
portable classroom buildings.   
 

DEFINITION 
 
For the purpose of this study, “portable classroom” means a classroom building of modular 
design and construction that meets all of the following criteria: 
 

1. is designed and constructed to be relocatable and transportable over public streets; 
 
2. is designed and constructed for relocation without the separation of the roof or floor from 

the building; and 
 
3. when measured at the most exterior walls, has a floor area of not in excess of 2,000 

square feet. 
 

DSA APPROVED PORTABLE CLASSROOMS 
 
Essentially, there are two types of portable classroom buildings in use today by California’s 
public schools.  The first type is approved by DSA for permanent use as a classroom.  These 
structures must be placed on a permanent concrete foundation system or on a wood foundation 
system, both of which must be approved by DSA.  The wood foundation systems are approved 
by DSA through a conditional certification process for relocatable school buildings.  Additionally, 
DSA approved portable classrooms are required to meet the more stringent standards of 
California’s Field Act. These standards are intended to provide for more earthquake resistive 
buildings.   
 
Approximately 7,000 of the DSA portables are leased to school districts and county 
superintendents of schools through the State Relocation Classroom Program.  These portables 
are constructed by modular building manufacturers in accordance with plans and specifications 
issued by the Office of Public School Construction (OPSC) and are designed to be placed, with 
few exceptions, throughout all school districts in the state (see Appendix C – OPSC Portable 
Classroom Specifications).  However, the vast majority of the DSA approved portable 
classrooms, over 90 percent, are obtained directly from manufacturers utilizing plans and 
specifications developed by the individual school districts.   
 
The second type of portable classrooms are those that bear a commercial coach insignia of 
approval from HCD.  These buildings are designed to meet the less stringent structural 
requirements of the Uniform Building Code (UBC).  Current state law also requires these 
buildings to be retrofitted according to certain prescribed requirements.  The Field Act mandates 
that all portable classroom buildings be reviewed and certified by DSA for construction and site 
conditions, including foundations, location and fire and life safety requirements.  These HCD 
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buildings, which account for a very small percentage of the overall portable classrooms in use, 
will no longer be permitted on schools as classrooms after September 30, 2007.  Based on their 
limited use and the eventual out-phasing of these structures from school campuses, HCD 
approved buildings were not included as part of this study. 
 

PERMANENT BUILDINGS 
 
Portable classrooms may be considered as either permanent or temporary, but the majority are 
used as permanent structures.  In discussions with several school districts, we found that very 
few of the portable classroom buildings were being relocated within six years after being placed 
on a school site.  Section 217 of the 2001 CBC defines a portable building as “a classroom 
building or structure of modular design and construction that houses or serves students from K-
12 and is funded pursuant to Education Code (EC) Section 17070.1b and meets all of the 
following criteria: 
 

1. is designed and constructed to be relocatable and transportable over public streets; 
 
2. is designed and constructed for relocation without detaching the roof or the floor from the 

building; 
 
3. is sited upon a temporary foundation in a manner that is designed to permit easy emoval; 
 
4. has a floor area of 3,000 square feet or less; and 
 
5. shall be removed within three years of installation, or the school administration may 

request a three year extension pursuant to EC Section 17074.54 a) and b)”. 
 
With the exception of fire alarm and sprinkler requirements, temporary and permanent portable 
classroom buildings are required to meet the same building and fire code requirements as built-
in-place classrooms. 

 
Most portable classroom buildings are designed and constructed utilizing two modules of 480 
square feet in size (12 feet by 40 feet).  Each of these modules is transported to a designated 
school site on wheels.  The modules are then assembled together on site with the wheels 
removed and supported on a DSA-approved foundation system to create a 960 square foot 
classroom (24 feet by 40 feet).  Depending on their design, portable classrooms may be 
oriented such that either one short side wall (24 feet in length) or one long side wall (40 feet in 
length) will serve as the front of the building.  All portable classrooms designed using OPSC 
specifications have the short side walls as the front and back of these buildings.  Many of the 
non-OPSC designed buildings will have the long side walls located to the front and rear of the 
classroom.   
 
The OPSC portable classrooms include a single three-foot wide door and two 4 by 8-foot 
openable sliding windows.  The door and one window are placed at the front with the door 
located at one corner and the second window is placed within the rear wall of the classroom 
(see Appendix D - Typical Floor Plan for Portable Classrooms).  Portable structures situated 
with the long sides to the front and back typically include a single three-foot wide door near the 
corner, two to six windows at the front and louvered grilles for ventilation in the rear wall (see 
Appendix D).  The number and size of windows for these non-OPSC portables varies and is 
dependant on the requirements specified by the individual school district.   
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When located a minimum of 20 feet from all other buildings portable classrooms may be 
grouped together to form a single story building of up to 9,100 square feet or a two-story 
building of up to 18,200 square feet.  The above areas are based on allowable areas permitted 
by the CBC for these types of buildings without any consideration for allowable area increases 
due to increased separation distances from other school structures or the use of automatic 
sprinkler systems.   
 
Individual one-story relocatable buildings with 2,160 square feet or less of floor area may be 
placed on wood framed foundation systems approved by DSA.  Buildings with wood foundations 
require a minimum separation distance of four-inches from adjacent buildings and the height 
from the supporting grade to the underside of the lowest floor framing member may not exceed 
18-inches.   
 
Permanent (concrete) foundation systems are required for all portable classroom buildings, 
when the height between the underside of the lowest floor framing members and the supporting 
grade exceeds 18-inches, or when the building area exceeds 2,160 square feet.  The majority of 
portable classroom buildings today are placed on wood foundation systems with floor levels 
approximately 12-inches above the adjacent ground surface.   
 
All portable classrooms are required to be accessible to persons with disabilities in accordance 
with California Title 24 and the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA).  Access is generally 
provided by a ramp for one-story buildings and an elevator for two-story buildings.  Ramps are 
required to be a minimum of 48-inches in width and have a maximum slope of 1-foot rise in 12 
feet of horizontal run.  Portable classrooms located at 12-inches or less above grade are 
generally able to provide a straight run ramp for access, however, when these buildings are 
placed higher than 12-inches above ground, switchback ramp designs may be necessary 
depending on the available space provided in front of the structure.  Two-story structures will 
include exterior exit balconies leading to two separate stairways in addition to at least one 
elevator for disabled access.  The exterior balconies are required to be a minimum of 44-inches 
when serving an occupant load of less than 100 persons and a minimum of 72-inches when 
serving an occupant load of 100 or more.  Stairs are required to be a minimum of 44-inches in 
width when serving an occupant load of 50 to 99 and a minimum of 60-inches in width when 
serving an occupant load of 100 or more. 
 

COMBUSTIBILITY 
 
Portable classrooms are modular in design and are constructed primarily of combustible 
materials.  Walls are constructed of two-inch by four-inch wood studs spaced 16-inches on 
center with plywood sheathing.  All interior classroom walls are fire-retardant vinyl-covered 
insulation tack board (asphalt-free) applied over sheetrock or plywood sheathing.  
 
Wood joists and blocking form the structural components of the roof construction.  The roofing 
system is fire retardant, composed of either pre-finished 26 gauge sheet metal over felt underlay 
and plywood deck, or 22 gauge steel interlocking panels.  Acoustical ceiling panels are mineral 
fiberboard or vinyl-faced fiberglass panels. 
 
Floors in portable classrooms are constructed of wood joists and blocking with a plywood 
sheathing sub floor.  Most portable classrooms are placed on a wood foundation system 
comprised of redwood or pressure treated wood. 
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All weather-exposed surfaces have a weather-resistant moisture barrier to protect the interior 
wall covering.  The moisture barrier protection is equal to the standard for Kraft waterproof 
building paper or the standard for asphalt-saturated felt rag.  Exterior siding is exterior-type 
plywood.  Exterior doors are steel with insulated polyurethane cores. 
 
Interior finish material on walls and ceilings can significantly impact the life safety of any room.   
Chapter 8 of the CBC limits interior finish material for walls and ceilings by their flame-spread 
class.  This method restricts the application of interior finish material that will allow flames to 
spread across the material easily.   
 
Interior furnishings such as decorative materials are considered a fire hazard when their 
quantity or arrangement may obstruct, delay, or hinder the prevention, suppression, or 
extinguishment of fire. 
 
The interior furnishings found in portable classrooms are similar to those found in regular 
classrooms.  Wood desks with plastic chairs, cabinets and shelving with books and various 
other school supplies make up a majority of the contents.  Various teaching aids and student 
artwork may be found on the walls and throughout the classroom. 
 
California Code of Regulations (CCR) Title 19, Section 3.08, requires that in classrooms, all 
drapes, hangings, curtains, drops and all other decorative material that would tend to increase 
the fire hazard shall be made from a nonflammable material, or shall be treated and maintained 
in a flame-retardant condition by means of a flame-retardant solution or process approved by 
the State Fire Marshal.  Additionally, unframed rigid combustible decorative material less than 
¼-inch in thickness used for folding doors, room dividers, decorative screens and similar 
applications, which do not create concealed spaces and which are installed with exposed 
edges, shall be flame resistant in accordance with CCR Title 19, Section 3.21(a).  Similarly 
framed rigid combustible decorative material with protected edges shall conform to CCR Title 
19, Section 3.21(b).  By regulating interior finish material, the overall combustibility of a 
classroom is limited. 
 

AUTOMATIC SPRINKLER SYSTEM REQUIREMENTS 
 
New schools, including permanent portable classrooms, constructed after July 1, 2002 are 
required to be protected with an automatic sprinkler system throughout in accordance with the 
Green Oaks Family Academy Elementary School Fire Protection Act, Chapter 725, Statutes of 
2001 (SB 575, O’Connell).  EC Section 17074.54a does not require an automatic sprinkler 
system to be installed in temporary portable classrooms placed  on site for less than three 
years.  The length of time that a temporary portable classroom may remain onsite may be 
extended up to an additional three years with the approval of the State Allocation Board.  
Portable classrooms added to an existing school site that were constructed before the above 
date are generally not required to install automatic sprinkler systems unless these systems are 
necessary in order to comply with allowable area or type of construction provisions. 
 
The majority of the existing schools in the State of California are not equipped with automatic 
sprinklers and many of the school buildings in use today do not provide sufficient fire protection 
in the building construction.  These schools were also found to have inadequate fire detection, 
alarm, or automatic sprinkler systems. 
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An automatic sprinkler system installed in an educational occupancy provides a means of 
controlling a fire in its early stages as well as limiting property damage until such time that the 
fire is extinguished. 
 

FIRE ALARM SYSTEM REQUIREMENTS 
 
An automatic and manual fire alarm system is required in all new schools including permanent 
portable classrooms, constructed after July 1, 2002.  Modernization projects that exceed 
$200,000 are required to install an automatic and manual fire alarm system in permanent 
portable classrooms.  If the project is to be completed in separate phases, the installation of the 
fire alarm may be deferred until the last phase is complete.  Portable classrooms sited for less 
than three years are not required to be protected with a fire alarm system.  
 
Portable classrooms typically contain one automatic smoke detector and one manual pull 
station.  The interconnection of fire alarm systems is not required if the buildings are separated 
by a minimum of 20 feet.  However, based on our research, we found that a majority of these 
systems were connected to the campus fire alarm system.   
 
Without a means of detecting fire in its early stages, occupant notification and building 
evacuation is delayed.  Instead of evacuating the portable classroom building during the early 
stages when the occupant exposure is low, building evacuation occurs during a later stage of 
the fire when hazard to life is significantly increased.  When school buildings are unoccupied, an 
automatic fire alarm system can notify the fire department of an event.  Automatic fire alarm 
systems provide early detection of a fire event allowing occupants to evacuate the building 
earlier as well as facilitating fire department arrival and operations. 
 

SITE CONSIDERATIONS 
 
Several factors are taken into consideration prior to the placement of portable classrooms.  Site 
locations are selected based on distance to other portable classrooms, property line, and fire 
department access roads.  Careful consideration is given to occupant access and egress routes 
as well as occupant accessibility areas.  Site plans for portable classrooms require approval 
from DSA and the local fire department prior to installation. 
 
OCCUPANCY 
 
California public schools, which serve K-12 students, are classified as educational occupancies 
by the CBC.  Section 305.1 of the CBC defines a Group E, Division 1 Occupancy as any 
building used for educational purposes through the 12th grade by 50 or more persons for more 
than 12 hours per week or four hours in any one day.  Group E, Division 2 Occupancies are 
defined as any building used for educational purposes through the 12th grade by less than 50 
persons for more than 12 hours per week or four hours in any one day.   
 
The classroom size standards specified in Title 5, CCR, requires that general classrooms 
serving grades 1 through 12 are not less than 960 square feet unless approval is obtained by 
the State Superintendent of Public Instruction.  Most general classrooms will have anywhere 
from 20 to 32 students depending on the grade level.  Specialized classrooms, such as 
Kindergarten classrooms and science laboratories, are required to have larger areas; at least 
1,350 square feet for Kindergarten classrooms and at least 1,300 square feet for science 
laboratories.   
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EMERGENCY EGRESS 
 

DEFINITION 
 
The CBC defines a means of egress as an exit system that provides a continuous, unobstructed 
and undiminished path of exit travel from any occupied point in a building or structure to a public 
way.  Such a means of egress system consists of three separate and distinct elements: 
 

• the exit access; 
• the exit; and 
• the exit discharge. 
 

For the portable classrooms under consideration, the exit access portion is considered to be any 
location within the building from where a student would start their egress path and includes the 
aisle or pathway areas leading to the exit door (i.e., travel between desks and/or tables).  Once 
students have traveled through the exit (exterior exit door) to the exterior of the building they are 
considered to be in the exit discharge portion of the means of egress system.  Components 
within this element, in addition to grade level pathways, may include exterior balconies and 
exterior stairs for multistory buildings and ramps for single story buildings.   
 
In lieu of providing access directly to a public way, schools are permitted to egress to exterior 
assembly areas on campus which are located a sufficient distance away from the buildings 
being evacuated.  CBC Section 1007.3.11 permits school grounds to be fenced and gates 
therein may be equipped with locks, provided that safe dispersal areas are located between the 
school and the fence and no closer than 50 feet from school buildings.  The 2001 California Fire 
Code (CFC) requires these exterior assembly areas to be arranged so as to avoid interference 
with fire department operations and to keep each evacuated class or group separated to provide 
accountability of all individuals involved.  State law requires schools that are entirely enclosed 
by fences or walls to include gates for use by law enforcement and fire-protection agencies.  EC 
Section 32020 states:   
 

“The governing board of every public school district, and the governing authority 
of every private school, which maintains any building used for the instruction or 
housing of school pupils on land entirely enclosed (except for building walls) by 
fences or walls, shall, through cooperation with the local law enforcement and 
fire-protection agencies having jurisdiction  of the area, make provision for the 
erection of gates in such fences or walls.  The gates shall be of sufficient size to 
permit the entrance of the ambulances, police equipment and firefighting 
apparatus used by the law enforcement and fire-protection agencies.  There shall 
be no less than one such access gate and there shall be as many such gates as 
needed to assure access to all major building and ground areas.  If such gates 
are to be equipped with locks, the locking devices shall be designed to permit 
ready entrance by the use of the chain or bolt-cutting devices with which the local 
law enforcement and fire-protection agencies may be equipped.” 

 
NUMBER OF EXITS 

 
The number of exits from a portable classroom is dependent on the occupant load.  Classrooms 
with an occupant load of 49 persons or less may have a single exit.  Access to at least two exits 
is required when the occupant load reaches or exceeds 50 persons.  The CBC prescribes a 
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method for determining an occupant load that constitutes the minimum number of persons for 
which the existing system must be designed.  To determine the occupant load of a portable 
classroom, the floor area is divided by an occupant load factor assigned to classroom use.  
Table 10-A of the CBC specifies an occupant load factor of 20 square feet per person for 
classrooms.  For portable classrooms of 960 square feet in area, the occupant load is calculated 
to be 48 persons and only one exit is, therefore, required.  A minimum of two exits are required 
from classrooms of 1,000 square feet of larger since the calculated occupant load will be at 
least 50 persons.  
 
For classrooms serving Kindergarten, first- or second-grade pupils that are located above the 
first story, special provisions of the CBC apply.  Classrooms for Kindergarten through second-
graders are allowed on the second floor only if an automatic sprinkler system is provided 
throughout and rooms used for Kindergarten, first- and second-grade children or for day-care 
purposes on the second story are provided with at least two separate egress systems for the 
exclusive use of such occupants.  These separate egress systems may include exit doors, 
exterior exit balconies, and exterior stairways. 
 
The occupant load of 50 at which two exits are required from classrooms has been a standard 
within the building code since the 1940s.  Most other occupancies, including all assembly uses, 
have a requirement for two exits when the occupant load within the space reaches 50 persons, 
rooms with less than 50 occupants are permitted to have a single exit.  All other national 
building codes, including the National Building Code by Building Officials and Code 
Administrators International, Inc., the Southern Building Code by Southern Building Code 
Congress International, Inc., and the International Building Code by International Code Council, 
Inc., permit a single exit from classrooms when the occupant load is less than 50 persons.  
Although this requirement for two exits from classrooms is common throughout the various 
national codes, it appears that there is no definitive technical  basis for the 50 person threshold.     
 

EMERGENCY ESCAPE WINDOWS 
 
The use of windows as a secondary means of egress from portable classrooms was evaluated.  
Most, if not all, of the portable classroom buildings in use today include one or more windows for 
light and ventilation purposes.  During hazardous scenarios, windows are primarily used for 
smoke and heat ventilation and emergency rescue by fire personnel.  In some cases, these 
windows are required by code to be considered as emergency exits.  CBC Section 305.2.4 
states: 
 

“School classrooms constructed after January 1, 1990, not equipped with 
automatic sprinkler systems, which have metal grilles or bars on all their windows 
and do not have at least two exit doors within 3 feet of each end of the classroom 
opening to the exterior of the building or to a common hallway used for 
evacuation purposes, shall have an inside release for the grilles or bars on at 
least one window farthest from the exit doors.  The window or windows with the 
inside release shall be clearly marked as emergency exits.”  

 
Unfortunately, the CBC does not specify a minimum size for these windows.  Sleeping rooms in 
residential occupancies located below the fourth story are required to have escape or rescue 
windows with a minimum net clear openable area of 5.7 square feet and a maximum sill height 
of 44-inches above the floor.  The minimum net clear width and height for these windows is 20-
inches and 24-inches, respectively.  These dimensions are based on testing by the City of San 
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Diego to permit the placement of a ladder and to accommodate a firefighter with full rescue 
equipment. 
 
Additionally, the CBC does not require windows for light and ventilation purposes.  
Requirements for light and ventilation in classrooms are found within Chapter 12 of the CBC.  In 
lieu of providing natural light and natural ventilation in these occupancies, the code permits the 
use of artificial light and mechanical ventilation.  Windows are also not required by the code for 
emergency exit purposes. 
 
Many of the portable classrooms in use today have security grilles or screens placed over their 
windows.  Typically, these are added after the structure has been installed on the school site 
and after approval is granted by DSA for occupancy.  The Los Angeles Unified School District 
has a policy of installing security screens or grilles on each of their portable classrooms.  
Additionally, this school district provides emergency release devices on those security screens 
located furthest from the exit door (see Appendix E – Security Grilles and Screens).  In 
discussions with other school districts, it was discovered that the policy for using security 
screens or grilles varied not only from school district to school district but also between schools 
within the same district.  An inspection of three separate schools within the County of San Diego 
found some of the portable classroom buildings without the required emergency release devices 
(see Appendix F – Example of Portable Classroom Without Emergency Release Device). 

 
DOORS AND LOCKS 

 
Exit doors are a crucial component of an exit system.  The size, orientation, and location of an 
exit door are important characteristics that have a significant impact on the life safety of an area. 
If an exit door is difficult to locate, valuable time may be lost during a hazardous scenario.  The 
CBC requires exit doors to be readily distinguishable from the adjacent construction and to be 
easily recognizable.  Mirrors or similar reflecting materials shall not be used on exit doors and 
exit doors shall not be concealed by curtains, drapes, decorations, and similar materials.       
 
Without sufficient width, an exit door can greatly hinder the egress of all occupants.  Every 
required exit doorway serving an occupant load of 10 or more shall be of a size to permit the 
installation of a door not less than three feet in nominal width and not less than six-feet eight-
inches in nominal height.  Exit doors shall be capable of opening such that the clear width of the 
exit is not less than 32-inches.   
 
An exit door should be easily opened and accessed.  Doors that are difficult to open can have a 
catastrophic effect on the ability of the occupants to reach safety. Exit doors serving an 
occupant load of 10 or more shall be of the pivoted, balanced,  or side-hinged swinging type.  
Exit doors shall swing in the direction of the path of travel where the area served has an 
occupant load of 50 or more.  The door shall swing to the fully opened position when an opening 
force not to exceed five pounds is applied to the latch side.  When fire doors are required, the 
effort required to open the door shall not exceed 15 pounds.  Regardless of the occupant load 
served, exit doors must be openable from the inside without the use of a key or any special 
knowledge or effort.   
 
Portable classrooms observed in this study were generally provided with lever-type hardware on 
the doors that only required a single action to operate and, therefore, were compliant with these 
requirements. 
 



 10   

FURNITURE LAYOUT 
 
The orientation of desks and chairs in a classroom has an impact on the proper egress of 
occupants.  However, unlike an assembly occupancy, occupants of a classroom are very 
familiar with their surroundings.  Additionally, occupants of a classroom practice emergency 
exiting drills on a regular basis and, therefore, are able to move towards an exit very quickly. 
 
No specific requirements for the spacing of tables and chairs or desks are provided for 
classrooms.  However, CCR Title 19, Section 3.06, requires that any person for whom seating is 
not available must not occupy aisles.  Further, the placement of any object, item or equipment 
must not block or obstruct the required width of any exit.  Also, the placement of any 
combustible material or equipment in or exposed to any exit is prohibited. 
 

EMERGENCY PROCEDURES 
 
School administrators have the responsibility to ensure the safety of their students and staff in 
an emergency, whether it is an earthquake, fire, flood, or terrorism incident.  Developing 
emergency plans and training staff in emergency response procedures is required by law (see 
Appendix G – Sample Emergency Preparedness Manual).  Effective incidence response must 
begin with proper emergency planning where all personnel and operations involved with an 
emergency evacuation are coordinated.   
 
Emergency plans which are mandated by Title 19 and the CFC must include:  
 

1. the procedure for reporting of emergencies and notifying, relocating, and evacuating 
occupants; 

 
2. staff member duties during emergencies.  All employees shall be assigned duties for 

emergencies and shall be trained in their duties.  Training shall include familiarization 
with assigned duties, evacuation routes, areas of refuge, exterior assembly areas and 
procedures for leading groups or assisting individuals to evacuate; 

 
3. floor plans identifying the locations of portable fire extinguishers, other manual fire-

extinguishing equipment, manual fire alarm pull stations, and fire alarm control panels; 
 

4. exit plans placed in each classroom or assembly area identifying paths of travel to 
evacuate the room in case of emergency, including an alternate route; 

 
5. floor plans indicating the locations of interior areas of refuge; and 

 
6. site maps identifying the designated exterior assembly area.  Exterior assembly areas 

shall be designated and shall be located away from the building being evacuated so as 
to avoid interference with fire department operations.  Exterior assembly areas shall be 
arranged to keep each evacuated class or group separated to provide accountability of 
all individuals involved in the drill.  Areas designated for occupant discharge, dispersal, 
or refuge shall be maintained unobstructed and clear of storage. 

 
Section 8607 of the Government Code requires that school districts be prepared to respond to 
emergencies using the Standardized Emergency Management System (SEMS). 
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SEMS provides a framework for school safety plans by organizing efforts and responses in 
order to deal with a variety of hazards.  SEMS is based on a number of concepts, three of which 
are pertinent to schools: 
 

1. a management tool called the Incident Command System (ICS); 
 

2. mutual aid systems in which similar organizations assist each other in emergencies; and 
 

3. multiple agency coordination under which diverse organizations work together and 
communicate with each other. 

 
There are five basic SEMS functions: management, planning/intelligence, operations, logistics, 
and finance/administration.  These are the tasks involved in any emergency response 
anywhere.  They may be performed by a few people or many, depending on the size of the 
emergency and the human resources at hand.  These functions are further defined below: 
 

• Management – responsible for overall policy and coordination from a designated 
Command Post.  This function is usually taken on by the school Principal as the Incident 
Commander who is responsible for directing all emergency operations. 

 
• Planning/Intelligence – responsible for collecting, evaluating, and disseminating 

information, maintaining documentation, and evaluating incoming information to 
determine the potential situation and actively assess the status of the emergency. 

 
• Operations – responsible for actually performing the actions that make up the 

emergency response.  This function is supported by staff performing first aid, crisis 
intervention, search and rescue, site security, damage assessment, evacuations and the 
release of students to parents. 

 
• Logistics – responsible for providing facilities, services, personnel, equipment, and 

materials. 
 

• Finance/Administration – responsible for activities such as purchasing of all necessary 
materials, tracking financial records, timekeeping for emergency responders, and 
recovering school records following an emergency. 

 
Schools may effectively handle an emergency situation by utilizing SEMS.  SEMS is designed to 
take into account that every emergency, no matter how large or small, requires that certain 
tasks be performed and distributed in accordance with the functions listed above.  Also, the 
system can be expanded or contracted depending on the situation and the immediate needs by 
allowing one person to perform more than one function.  SEMS provides for an Incident 
Commander since the accepted concept is that every incident needs a person in charge.  
Further, no one person should be in charge of more than seven people, other than students.   
 
School safety plans consistent with SEMS should address emergencies such as, but not limited 
to, armed assault on campus, biological or chemical release, bomb threat, earthquake, 
explosion risk, fire in surrounding areas or on school grounds, and threat of violence.   
 



 12   

Once an emergency is identified, school personnel can determine if an immediate response 
action is required.  Some of the most common immediate response actions initiated during 
school emergencies are: 

 
• Evacuate – This action is taken after the decision is made that it is unsafe to remain in 

the building.  The Incident Commander, or Principal, will make an announcement to all 
students and staff members to leave the building and initiate the fire alarm.  Teachers will 
assist students in evacuating the building and relocating to the predetermined refuge 
area where attendance will be taken.  All teachers and staff members will remain in the 
refuge area until they receive further instructions.   

 
• Drop and Cover – This action is taken to protect students and staff from flying or falling 

debris.  The Incident Commander, or Principal, will make an announcement to all 
students and staff members to drop and cover.  When inside, teachers will assist 
students in dropping under their desks and covering their heads with their arms and 
hands.  When outside, teachers will instruct students to drop to the ground, place their 
heads between their knees, and cover their heads with their arms and hands. 

 
• Protect-in-Place – This action is taken to protect students and staff from hazardous 

conditions outside by keeping students indoors in order to provide a greater level of 
protection that includes the shut down of building HVAC systems. The Incident 
Commander, or Principal, will make an announcement to all students and staff members 
to protect in place and for any students or teachers who are outside to move inside.  
When inside, teachers will hold students in the classrooms until further instructed.  When 
outside, teachers will guide students to a safe indoor location while taking into account 
the location and proximity of the identified hazard. 

 
• Lock Down – This action is taken when the threat of violence or gunfire is identified and it 

is necessary to prevent the perpetrator from entering occupied areas.  During Lock 
Down, students are to remain in the classrooms or designated locations at all times. The 
Incident Commander, or Principal, will make an announcement to all students and staff 
members to lock down.  When inside, teachers will instruct students to lie on the floor, 
lock the doors, and close any shades or blinds if it is safe to do so.  When outside, 
students will return to their classrooms or an alternate safe indoor location.  Staff 
members and students will remain at their locations until further instructed. 

 
While several types of emergencies may occur at a school, students need only be familiar with a 
few response actions.  Since the number of response actions to practice and become familiar 
with is limited, staff members and students will become more efficient at executing these 
responses.  Therefore, minimal steps are required to be performed by staff and students in 
order to safely respond to a variety of emergency threats.  SEMS further provides a system in 
which all appropriate school resources and personnel can quickly react and support efforts to 
preserve the safety of all staff members and students.  
 
The characteristics of emergency situations in schools are unique.  Within the framework of 
SEMS, students are generally very familiar with their surroundings and will rarely become lost or 
wander in the wrong direction during an emergency.  Also, due to the frequency of emergency 
drills, staff members and students become very familiar with the necessary emergency 
procedures to take when instructions are issued.  Additionally, the life safety measures already 
provided for schools are specifically designed to protect young children and young adults.      
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In addition to the inherent safety measures provided in schools, SEMS provides a systematic 
approach to emergency situation resolution and maximizes the potential for all students and 
staff members to safely avert a threat.   
 

EMERGENCY DRILLS 
 
The knowledge and training provided by fire drills give children the tools to react in a timely 
manner during actual fire events.  Section 1303.3.3 of the CFC outlines the requirements for 
emergency plans and procedures in Educational Occupancies.  Emergency plans and 
employee duty assignments shall be prepared in accordance with the CFC. 
 
Exterior assembly areas are to be designated and located away from the buildings being 
evacuated.  Exterior assembly areas are arranged to avoid interference with fire department 
operations and provide accountability of all individuals.  Fire drills are conducted during school 
sessions and include complete evacuation of all buildings.  The fire drill is initiated by the 
actuation of the fire alarm system. 
 
EC Section 32001 provides specific parameters for fire drills based on specific age groups.  The 
EC states that fire drills shall be conducted every calendar month at the elementary level and at 
least four times a year at the intermediate level. Fire drills shall be conducted not less than twice 
every school year at the secondary level. 
 
During fire drills, emphasis is placed on orderly evacuation rather than speed.  The distances 
from within classrooms to the exterior are so short that time is not as critical as maintaining 
orderly evacuation.  All students are required to participate in fire drills to better simulate an 
emergency situation.  Schools are encouraged to use unique situations when planning drills.  A 
record of each fire drill is maintained on the school grounds for the review by the fire department 
during annual inspections. 
          
ANALYSIS 
  

STATISTICAL FIRE DATA 
 
Statistical fire data has been provided by DSA and is included in Appendix H.  This data has 
been used as accurate fire statistics within educational facilities in the State of California and 
throughout the nation. 
 
The educational fire statistic data provided may include information for a number of incident 
types (e.g., structural, exterior, vehicle, refuse, explosion) and facility types (e.g., non-residential 
schools, residential [boarding] schools, vocational/trade schools, universities/colleges).  The 
primary focus of this study is on structural fires in K-12 facilities.  Non-residential schools are 
defined as nursery, elementary, middle and high schools without residential/boarding facilities. 
 
In California, the number of reported structural fires in educational properties has decreased in 
recent years.  The yearly fire totals show an overall decline from 925 fires in 1980 to 413 fires in 
1993.  This result is a decrease of approximately 55 percent in the number of structural fires per 
year in educational facilities during that period. 
 
To determine the extent of the risk of fires in public schools, non-residential school fires were 
separated from other school fires.  Non-residential school fires account for a majority of all fires 
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in this category.  However, this is nationwide and not exclusive to California.  The annual 
average number of fires in non-residential schools (Nursery-grade 12) from 1993 to 1997 was 
approximately 6,000 fires, or 76 percent of all educational fires.  The available data includes 
nursery schools.  For all educational facilities, these fires resulted in 190 injuries and one death.   
 
The annual average number of injuries in non-residential schools (Nursery-grade 12) from 1993 
to 1997 was 139 injuries, or approximately 73 percent of all injuries from structural fires in 
educational facilities.   
 
The statistics provided include national data of structural fires in educational facilities between 
1993 and 1997.  The fires are categorized by the area of fire origin and include the associated 
number of injuries/deaths and the related property damage.  Based on this data, the primary 
areas of fire origin were lavatories, locker rooms, or cloakrooms.  Incidents in these areas 
resulted in 1,800 fires over a five-year span, accounting for approximately 23 percent of all fires 
reported.  Fires originating in the lavatory, locker rooms, or cloakrooms resulted in 29 civilian 
injuries, or 16 percent of all injuries reported.  The second and third most frequent areas of fire 
origin included hallways/corridors and small assembly areas/classrooms, respectively. 
 
The statistics provided include a breakdown of the causes of fires in educational facilities 
nationwide.  Arson is clearly the leading cause of fires and related damages to educational 
structures.  During 1993-1997, incendiary or suspicious activity accounted for 51 percent of all 
structure fires in educational facilities, 46 percent of injuries, and 59 percent of property 
damage.   
 
The cause of fire that corresponds with the highest injury rate is appliances, tools, or air 
conditioning equipment.  Natural causes, according to the National Fire Protection Association 
(NFPA), result in the highest property loss per fire incident, approximately $1.9 million dollars 
per every 100 fires. 
 
California fire statistics are available through the California Fire Incident Reporting System 
(CFIRS).  The CFIRS reports 500-600 incendiary fires per year in non-residential schools from 
1986-1993.  The reported number of arsons in California schools remained relatively consistent 
from 1986 through 1992.  In 1993, the data show a significant decline in reported fires; however, 
the data for this year may be incomplete or it may be based on an estimated value for the 
current year. 
 
The statistics provided include the cause of ignition for educational fires in California for 1995 
and 1996.  The data is fairly consistent for these two years.  As is true nationally, incendiary and 
suspicious activity accounted for approximately 50 percent of all structural fires in California 
schools. 
 
The data provided represents the time of fire ignition reported in California schools.  The values 
are the average occurrence rate for 1990, 1991, and 1992.  California statistics show that        
70 percent of fires in educational occupancies occur between the hours of 8:00 A.M. to 8:00 
P.M.  Approximately one-half of all structural fire incidents occur after normal business hours, 
from 4:00 P.M to 7:00 A.M.  This translates to approximately 50 percent of all educational 
structure fires occurring during times when the building is not normally occupied.  The statistical 
fire loss data referenced in Appendix J indicates that fire within educational properties is not a 
life threatening problem. 
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The number of fire occurrences in educational facilities in California has decreased significantly 
between 1980 and 1993.  Nationally, the majority (76 percent) of fires in educational facilities 
occur in non-residential schools (Nursery-grade 12).  However, the number of deaths by annual 
average for these fires is close to zero and the number of injuries is about 2.5 per 100 fires.   
 
Classrooms are the third most frequent area of fire origin based on a five-year national annual 
average.  However, civilian deaths in these fires are close to zero and there were a total of 10 
civilian injuries during this five-year period.  
 
As many classrooms have a single exit (occupant load < 50), the infrequent death and injury 
rate indicates occupants are able to safely egress through one exit during a fire scenario.  
Safely egressing through a single exit suggests the exit is free of impairments such as blockage 
or door malfunction.   
 
The statistical fire loss data provides no indicators that the addition of a second exit (when not 
code required) would lower injury or death rates.  To the contrary, the majority of fires and 
injuries are incendiary or suspicious, occurring during times when the buildings are not normally 
occupied.  Additional exits are, therefore, likely to have little effect on the injury and death rate in 
the majority of fires.  
 

FIRE SCENARIOS 
 
To better understand the implications of a fire to the exiting system of a portable classroom, the 
two most likely fire scenarios were selected.  The scenarios selected are an arson fire and an 
electrical fire. Coincidentally, two such fire events occurred during the course of this study 
allowing the authors the opportunity for first hand review.   
 
An arson fire is unpredictable in magnitude, time of day, and intent.  A student playing with 
matches or a person with the intent to injure or cause severe property damage could cause an 
arson fire.  Several policies and procedures adopted by school districts provide protection 
during the hours that the school is occupied.  Therefore, it seems likely that an arson fire would 
occur in the evening or early morning hours when the school is unoccupied.  
 
Such a fire occurred at Tierra Santa Elementary School in the San Diego Unified School District 
(see Appendix I – Fire Scene Photographs).  The fire occurred during the evening hours and 
was deemed an arson fire by the San Diego Metro Arson Strike Team. The portable classroom 
was not equipped with an automatic sprinkler system. A smoke detector and audio/visual device 
were installed. 
 
The arsonist placed combustibles below the entrance to the portable building and used an 
incendiary device to ignite them.  The fire progressed through the floor and caused fire damage 
to the portable building involved and an adjacent portable classroom to the north prior to 
suppression by the fire department.  Smoke damage occurred in a second portable classroom 
directly south of the portable building involved with no visible flame extension. 
 
One would conclude that, had sufficient security been provided, the event would have been 
prevented. Nevertheless, safety to building occupants was never compromised, as the 
classroom was unoccupied at the time of the fire. 
 
Electrical fires occur for several reasons, such as improper installation, lack of maintenance, 
and improper use.  An electrical fire typically starts by the overheating of a conductor due to a 
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gradual or prolonged increase in current.  Eventually, this conductor will ignite the plastic 
sheathing or combustibles in close proximity.  Once ignition occurs, the fire will react as an 
ordinary combustible fire, consuming fuels in the immediate area, pre-heating fuels, and 
spreading.  An electrical fire may smolder for an extended period of time before progressing into 
a fully involved fire event.  An electrical fire in a portable classroom would typically be detected 
by the occupants in its smoldering stage and would not threaten the safe egress of occupants. 
 
An electrical fire occurred at Johnson Elementary School in Lemon Grove (see Appendix H – 
Fire Scene Photographs).  An electrical fault occurred in the portable classroom causing the 
ignition of combustible products in the immediate area.  The fire spread to the ordinary 
combustibles throughout the room (i.e., paper, wooden shelves, plastics, etc.) and extended into 
the wooden roof structure.  The classroom was not provided with an automatic sprinkler system 
but was provided with detection and notification appliances.  The electrical fire occurred at night 
when the classroom was unoccupied. 
 
Smoldering is a characteristic of electrical fires where smoke is first produced for a while before 
flaming occurs.  This smoldering is generally accompanied by an odor of burning wire insulation.  
These characteristics of an electrical fire are strong secondary indicators of a fire.  In a portable 
classroom filled with students, the likelihood of such a slow-burning fire being detected before it 
grows to more hazardous levels is very good.  Even if such a fire had occurred during normal 
school hours, the chances of safe evacuation of the occupants are high due to the limited travel 
distance.  
 

HUMAN BEHAVIOR 
 
Human behavior in fire emergencies has been studied from many viewpoints.  There are an 
unlimited number of variables that affect how people react in the face of adversity such as a fire 
event.  In a portable classroom, the visual and olfactory cues of a fire event are immediately 
present.  If the event were in another area, notification would occur via the fire alarm system.[3] 

 
Young children (elementary students) have cognitive limitations that may hamper their response 
to a fire event.  Inadequate knowledge and faulty mental models cause young children to seek 
refuge in areas that give them a sense of security such as bedrooms or closets.  This situation 
is quite common in residential fire scenarios.  However, in classroom scenarios, trained staff, 
such as teachers, help direct children toward exits and provide accountability for all students.  
Administrative programs such as fire drills give children the knowledge and training to react in a 
positive fashion during fire and other emergencies. 
 
Very little technical data exists on child behavior during fire events, due to their inability to 
convey their actions after such an event and the lack of tests dedicated to evaluating these 
situations. 
 
Quite possibly the most misguided comment toward human behavior during fire events is that 
people panic.  The opposite is true; generally people react logically based on the knowledge 
available to them at the time.  The same is true for children.[4] 
 
Most of the stereotypical techniques that occupants use to determine how they will react to a fire 
event are not applicable in educational occupancies.  A teacher versed in evacuation and 
emergency procedures constantly supervises children in grades K-12.  During an emergency, 
teachers assume specific roles and direct children toward exits, exterior assembly areas, and 
also perform specific duties such as closing doors and windows.  Due to the protocols 
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established by school districts and the frequency of fire drills, both students and teachers have a 
conditioned response that results in efficient evacuation and accountability.  
 
Education, training, and repetition give children the knowledge and confidence to react correctly 
in a fire event.  Activities such as fire drills, fire prevention, education, and fire department 
presentations prove essential in developing fire safety awareness, decision-making, and rational 
behavior for children in a fire event. 
 

TIME-BASED EGRESS ANALYSIS 
 
A time-based egress analysis was performed on a typical portable classroom.  The purpose of 
this analysis was to quantify the minimum required egress times in portable classrooms.  This 
analysis utilized accepted principles of human movement and behavior as outlined in the Fire 
Protection Engineering Handbook (2nd Edition) by the Society of Fire Protection Engineers and 
the National Fire Protection Association Handbook (19th Edition) by the National Fire Protection 
Association. 
 
A typical portable classroom measures approximately 24 feet by 40 feet providing a total floor 
area of 960 square feet.  Figure 1 below illustrates the layout of the typical portable classroom 
considered in this study. 
 

Figure 1. Typical Portable Classroom Area 
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Table 1 summarizes the findings of the timed egress analysis. 

Table 1. Timed-Based Egress Summary 

Scenario 32-Person Classroom, 1 Exit 
Egress Speed in Room (ft/min)* 249 

Distance to Exit (ft) 46.6 
Time to Reach Exit (min) 0.19 

Density in Room (person/ft*ft) 0.033 
    

Egress Speed at Exit Door (ft/min)** 170 
Density at Exit Door** 0.1 

Exit Width (ft)*** 1.67 
Flow (persons/min) 28 
Number of Persons 32 

Egress Time Through Door (min) 1.13 
Total Egress Time (min) 1.31 

  
* NFPA Handbook 19th Edition Volume I, p. 4-42, Equation (1) 
** SFPE Handbook 2nd Edition, p. 3-283, Table 3-13.1 
*** NFPA Handbook 19th Edition Volume I, p. 4-42, Table 4.2.3 

 
The total egress times shown in Table 1 include two components; egress from within the room 
to the door, and the egress time through the door.  These separate times are calculated 
differently since different egress characteristics are present in each.   
 
During egress from within the classroom to the exit door, the time to reach the exit door is 
dependent primarily on the occupant density in the room.  Since the occupant load for each 
classroom is known and the size of the classroom is standardized, the occupant densities in 
each portable classroom scenario may be calculated by simply dividing the occupant load by 
the floor area of the classroom.  Once the occupant density is determined, the egress time 
within the room may be calculated using an empirical formula derived from observations and 
experiments of human movement in crowds.  
 
Once an occupant reaches the exit door, flow through the exit door must be calculated.  Since 
all occupants will be attempting to exit through the same exit door, queuing will occur at the 
door, thereby increasing the time required for all occupants to egress out of the classroom.    
This flow will be dependent upon the occupant density at the exit door, the exit width provided, 
and the egress speed through the exit door.   
 
Each exit door is assumed to provide 32 inches of clear width.  Further, studies have shown that 
exiting crowds typically do not travel right up against a wall or door frame.  Occupants will 
generally travel through an exit element while leaving a free layer of space between the person 
and the wall or frame, thereby further reducing the width of an exit door.  This human behavior 
phenomenon is taken into account in the flow calculations.[5] 

 
Compared to the occupant density in a given room, the density at a door while all occupants are 
in queue while waiting to egress is much higher.  The occupant density will obviously also affect 
the speed of egress through the door, as occupants in a tight crowd are limited to shuffling 
rather than a full-stride walk.  An occupant density of 0.1 persons/ft2 is generally regarded as a 
very tight crowd where the corresponding egress speed is 170 ft/min[6].  
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The scenario described in Table 1 is a code-complying scenario with respect to door width, 
room size and occupant load.  As shown in Table 1, the queue time at the door accounts for the 
majority of the time for occupants to exit from the room.  The total egress time was about 79 
seconds with the queue time accounting for approximately 85 percent of the total egress time.  
 
It is important to note that when evaluating these egress times, we assume a fire hazard within 
the room of consideration.  While the calculated total egress time is approximately one to two 
minutes, the duration of the egress time must be further qualified by comparisons to the growth 
of the design fire.  In other words, a one to two minute span when a fire is in the incipient stage 
is much less hazardous than a one to two minute span when a fire has reached full growth.  
Therefore, if a fire is detected early, the chances of safe egress are very good. 
 
We can assume that detection and notification of a fire occurs very quickly in classroom fires.  
Classrooms are generally comprised of a single, large space with several students and a 
teacher as opposed to an office space where there are several interconnected compartments 
where a fire could grow undetected for several minutes.  Also, the secondary indicators of a fire, 
such as smoke and heat, will likely be quickly detected by the classroom occupants.  Once a fire 
is detected, students generally evacuate classrooms very quickly since they are well-trained 
with monthly or bi-annual fire drills.  These assumptions are further supported by historical data 
where civilian deaths in classroom fires are almost non-existent even during normal school 
hours. 
 
Therefore, due to the size of a portable classroom, the number of occupants present and the 
emergency drills familiar to all occupants, early detection of a fire and safe egress are highly 
probable. 
 
Based on the unique characteristics of classroom operations, administrative procedures and life 
safety requirements, the total classroom egress time is satisfactory.  In other words, occupants 
in portable classrooms can safely egress during a fire situation due to the nature of the 
classrooms and their occupants. 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
1. Continue to permit a single exit door from portable classrooms having floor areas of less 

than 1,000 square feet.  
 

Discussion:  Portable classroom buildings are required to meet the same building and fire 
code requirements as built-in-place classrooms.  All classrooms with an occupant load of 
49 persons or less are permitted to have a single exit.  Access to at least two exits is only 
required when the occupant load reaches or exceeds 50 persons (i.e., when a portable 
classroom is 1,000 square feet or greater in area).  Most typical classrooms in California 
are 960 square feet in area and will have anywhere from 20 to 32 students depending on 
the grade level. 
 
The occupant load threshold (50 occupants) at which two exits are required from 
classrooms has been a standard within the UBC since the 1940s.  All other national 
building codes also permit a single exit from these spaces when the occupant load is less 
than 50 persons. 
 
Statistically, the infrequent death and injury rate indicates a single exit provides adequate 
egress capability during fire or other emergency. 
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2. Continue to implement current life safety measures that are specifically designed to protect 

students during emergency exit situations. 
 

Discussion:  Each of the life safety measures play an important part in protecting students 
during emergency exit situations.  

 
3. Modify existing regulations to clarify when and where an emergency escape or rescue 

window is required for classrooms.  At least one emergency escape or rescue window 
should be required from portable classrooms when only one exit door is provided. 

 
Discussion:  Current regulations found within the CBC are unclear regarding emergency 
escape or rescue windows for classrooms.  The CBC only requires an emergency escape 
or rescue window for classrooms when every window is covered by metal grilles or 
screens and only one exit door is provided.  The window located furthest from the exit door 
must include an inside release device for the grilles or screens and also be clearly marked 
as an emergency exit.  However, when one or more of these windows is not covered by 
these security devices, an emergency escape or rescue window is not required.  
Additionally, the code does not require windows in classrooms for light and ventilation 
purposes when artificial light and mechanical ventilation is provided. 
 
Most, if not all, of the portable classroom buildings in use today include one or more 
windows for light and ventilation purposes.  Many of these windows are also adequately 
sized and located for use as an emergency escape or rescue window.  For example: the 
standard specifications issued by the Office of Public School Construction call for a 4 by     
8-foot sliding window in the front and back of the portable classroom. 
 
Emergency escape or rescue windows should be located a sufficient distance from the exit 
door to ensure that an alternate escape route is available if fire or smoke were to block the 
normal means of egress system from the portable classroom.  The minimum distance 
between the exit door and the emergency window should be at least one-half of the length 
of the maximum overall diagonal dimension of the portable classroom. 

 
4. Modify existing regulations to specify a minimum net clear openable area of 5.7 square 

feet for emergency escape or rescue windows serving classrooms.  Other requirements for 
these windows should follow the same provisions found within the CBC for residential 
occupancies. 

 
Discussion:  The current CBC regulations do not specify a minimum size for classroom 
windows used as emergency exits.  By specifying a minimum opening size and maximum 
sill height for these windows, both occupants and fire department personnel will be able to 
adequately utilize them for emergency escape and rescue purposes. 
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The reader should note that information presented in this 
Appendix was transcribed directly from stakeholders written 
(hand or otherwise) responses.  Editorial liberty by the author 
was restricted to format only. 
 



AB 320 – DSA Portable Classroom Egress Study 

ANSWERS PROVIDED BY: Jim Watts, District Architect, Maintenance and Operations  
Center 

 
Interview Questions for Architects 
 

1. What criteria are used when locating portable classrooms on a school 
campus? 
 
• We try not to impact play areas 
• Location of existing utilities 
• Where there is no negative impact on the community 
 

2. Are windows required for portable classroom buildings? 
 

There is no code requirement, there are windows, standard build classroom 
24’ X 40’ – wood frame with high and low windows for natural ventilation. 

 
If yes, must these be designed for emergency egress purposes? 
 
Not designed for egress but could be used in the event of an emergency 

 
3. Are windows permitted to have security bars?  
 

Each school district is different, if there is major construction in progress bars 
are used. 

 
If yes, are the security bars required to have emergency release hardware? 

 
4. May portable classrooms be used for other uses besides classroom use? 

 
Yes, used for construction swing space, right now there are approx. 200 
swing space classrooms of all 2,700 portable classrooms. They typically 
move 25-75% of portables each year. 
 
If yes, what other uses are permitted? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



AB 320 – DSA Portable Classroom Egress Study 

ANSWERS PROVIDED BY: Don Rice, AIA – WLC Architects 
 
Interview Questions for Architects 
 

1. What criteria are used when locating portable classrooms on a school campus? 
 
a. Proximity to other educational programs. 
b. Distance required by CBC for side yards. 
c. Total size in floor area of adjacent occupancies. 
d. Path of travel restrictions for accessibility. 
e. Access to buildings required by local Fire Marshall. 
f. Conditions of site in terms of grade, availability of space, etc.  

 
2. Are windows required for portable classroom buildings? 

a. Natural day lighting is always desirable regardless of building type. 
b. According to code, a classroom must be provided with at least one 

window. 
 

If yes, must these be designed for emergency egress purposes? 
A. Yes, if the building doesn’t have at least two means of egress and is not 
provided with a fire sprinkler system.   Refer to CBC Section 305.2.4 

   
3. Are windows permitted to have security bars?  

A. Yes.  But they must have an inside release if the building isn’t fire sprinkled 
and doesn’t contain 2 exits.. Refer to question 2 above. 

 
If yes, are the security bars required to have emergency release hardware? 
a. Refer to question 2.  
 

4. May portable classrooms be used for other uses besides classroom use? 
A. Yes, but their new use would have to be approved by DSA. 

 
If yes, what other uses are permitted? 
A. Any use that would comply with code.  
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ANSWERS PROVIDED BY: Kennith Hall – DSA Advisory Board – Torrance Fire  
Department 

 
Interview Questions for Fire Department/State Fire Marshal 
 

1. What criteria are used for determining fire department access to portable 
classroom buildings? 

 
We require all-weather roads meeting the requirements of CFC Section 902. 

 
2. Are the criteria different for temporary versus permanent portable 

classrooms? 
 

No 
 
3. Are the school districts required to meet with the fire department every time a 

portable classroom is located on a school site? 
 

Yes 
 
If yes, what about portable classrooms which are relocated on the same site? 
 
Yes 

 
4. Does your fire department require notification prior to each fire drill? 

 
No 

 
5. How often are fire drills performed at public schools? 

 
As required by the State.  Also, our Inspectors witness a fire drill during there 
annual inspection. 

 
6. Are windows required for portable classrooms? 

 
Light air and ventilation are governed by State requirements and enforced by 
DSA. 
 
If yes, are these required to d be designed as emergency egress windows? 
(Request code standard) 

 
7. What criteria are utilized to permit the use of security bars on the windows? 

 
We have not been confronted with this, however, we would follow the 
requirements as outlined by the State.   

 
8. Are the security bars required to have emergency release hardware? 

(Request code standard.) 
 

To my knowledge, emergency release hardware is only required for rooms 
that are use for sleeping purposes. 
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9. Except for automatic sprinkler and fire alarm requirements, are portable 

classrooms required to adhere to all other building and fire code requirements 
for Group E Occupancies? 

 
Yes 

 
10. May the portable classrooms be used for other uses beside classroom use? 

 
If yes, what other uses are permitted? 
 
Yes, Day Care. 
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ANSWERS PROVIDED BY: David Wasmund – Los Angeles County Fire Department 
 
Interview Questions for Fire Department/State Fire Marshal 
 

1. What criteria are used for determining fire department access to portable 
classroom buildings? 

 
Title 19, Article 3, Section 3.05 and 3.16 address access to classroom 
buildings. 

 
2. Are the criteria different for temporary versus permanent portable classrooms? 

 
Access requirements are the same for temporary and permanent portable 
classrooms.  Regarding water supply and hydrant requirements, it depends if 
the classroom is considered short-term (temporary- less than 24 mos., 
although I think this might have been changed to 36 months) or long-term.  
Short-term portables are not subject to water supply and fire hydrant 
requirements.  Long -term portables are, although there are some exceptions. 

 
3. Are the school districts required to meet with the fire department every time a 

portable classroom is located on a school site? 
 

Yes, the architect for the project is required to submit a site plan to the 
jurisdictional fire dept. prior to constructing a portable classroom on a public 
school site.  Supposedly, DSA won't approve construction until there is proof 
that this has been done (I'm not sure this is always the case though - 
Portable classrooms tend to crop up without our knowledge - at least it seems 
that way). 
 
If yes, what about portable classrooms which are relocated on the same site? 

 
4. Does your fire department require notification prior to each fire drill? 
 

Notification of fire drills to the local fire agency are required. 
 

5. How often are fire drills performed at public schools? 
 

Title 19, Article 3, Section 3.13 covers this.  Monthly drills are required for 
elementary and intermediate schools.  High schools are required to have fire 
drills twice each year. 
 

6. Are windows required for portable classrooms? 
 

No, as best I can tell.  Chap. 12 of the CA Building Code, Title 24 Part 2, 
Chap. 12 "Interior Environments" states that natural or artificial light can be 
used for Group "E" occupancies. 
 
If yes, are these required to d be designed as emergency egress windows? 
(Request code standard) 

 
7. What criteria are utilized to permit the use of security bars on the windows? 
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See California Building Code, Title 24, Part 2, Article 3, Section 305.2.4  
There are some exceptions, but reading this section should clarify things. 

 
8. Are the security bars required to have emergency release hardware? (Request 

code standard.) 
 

See same section as stated above. 
 
9. Except for automatic sprinkler and fire alarm requirements, are portable 

classrooms required to adhere to all other building and fire code requirements for 
Group E Occupancies? 

 
Yes, State codes are used for public schools, Local codes can be used for 
private schools. 

 
10. May the portable classrooms be used for other uses beside classroom use? 

 
If yes, what other uses are permitted? 

 
No, unless approved by DSA - I believe Title 24, Part 1 addresses this 
question.  Portable classrooms on public school sites are designed to be 
classrooms only used for educational purposes.  I have been told that they 
can't even be used for day care unless approved by DSA. 
My best advice is to get copies of The California Code of Regulations, Title 
19 and Title 24, Part 2 and Part 9   (Part 2 is the California Building Code, 
and Part 9 is the California Fire Code)  These are the primary sources we use 
to enforce regulations in public school settings. 
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ANSWERS PROVIDED BY: Jim Glew, Assistant Fire Marshal, Santa Monica, CA 
 
Interview Questions for Fire Department/State Fire Marshal 
 
1. What criteria are used for determining fire department access to portable 

classroom buildings? 
 

CFC, 150’ from a building, 20’ wide. 
 

2. Are the criteria different for temporary versus permanent portable classrooms? 
 

No 
 

2. Are the school districts required to meet with the fire department every time a 
portable classroom is located on a school site? 

 
Earthquake may damage single classroom, since foundation is portable. 

 
If yes, what about portable classrooms which are relocated on the same site? 

 
3. Does your fire department require notification prior to each fire drill? 
 

No 
 

4. How often are fire drills performed at public schools? 
 

Monthly, CFC 1303.3.3.2 
 

5. Are windows required for portable classrooms? 
 
Yes 
 
If yes, are these required to d be designed as emergency egress windows? 
(Request code standard) No 

 
6. What criteria are utilized to permit the use of security bars on the windows? 
 

None, don’t care. 
 

7. Are the security bars required to have emergency release hardware? (Request 
code standard.) 

 
No 
 

8. Except for automatic sprinkler and fire alarm requirements, are portable 
classrooms required to adhere to all other building and fire code requirements for 
Group E Occupancies? 

 
Yes 
 
 



AB 320 – DSA Portable Classroom Egress Study   

9. May the portable classrooms be used for other uses beside classroom use? 
 

Yes 
 
If yes, what other uses are permitted? 
 
Offices and adult education. 
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ANSWERS PROVIDED BY: Scott Alexander, Mobile Modular Management Corporation 
Interview Questions for Manufacturers 
 

1. What are the typical sizes of the portable classrooms? 
 
24 feet X 40 feet 

 
2. What criteria is used to determine the number of exit doors from the portable 

classrooms? 
 

California Building Code 
 

3. Are the portable classroom buildings required to meet the same building and 
fire codes of other classrooms? 

 
Yes 
 

4. Are the portable classrooms permitted to be altered (i.e. adding another 
window or door)? 

 
Yes 
 
If yes, what is the process for adding another door or window? 
 
Submit plans and calculations to DSA for approval. 
 
Would these changes require substantial structural modification to the 
building? 

 
No. Portable classrooms are designed with moment resistant frames. 

 
5. Are windows required for portable classrooms? 
 

OPSC specifications require two 4 feet X 8 feet window 
 
If yes, what are the requirements for size and sill height above the floor? 
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ANSWERS PROVIDED BY: Chief Alan Kirkstein – LA Unified District Police Department 
 
Interview Questions for Police Departments 
 

1. What procedures are in place for non-fire emergencies at the schools? 
 

Environmental Regulations would  know more. 
 
Are doors to classrooms required to be locked during these emergencies? 
 
No regulations on whether classrooms are locked or not locked. 
  
How often are emergency drills held? 
 
Each school has their own procedures. 

 
2. Are there any special site location requirements for the placement of 

buildings, specifically portable classrooms? 
 

No. 
 
ANSWERS PROVIDED BY: Robert S. Martin Lieutenant Administration Supervisor  

SDUSD Police Department 
 
Interview Questions for Police Departments 
 

1. What procedures are in place for non-fire emergencies at the schools? 
 
Each school in this district has a state mandated safe school plan. Within that 
plan are lock-down, evacuation, and parent re-unification plans to address a 
variety of emergencies. These are updated each year and reviewed by our 
department for compliance with the state established criteria. 

 
Are doors to classrooms required to be locked during these emergencies? 

 
Yes, that has been the direction in the training provided to administrators. 
 
How often are emergency drills held? 
 
The frequency varies at each site. Frequency also differs between secondary 
and elementary. Historically, the standard has been at least once a semester. 

 
2. Are there any special site location requirements for the placement of buildings, 

specifically portable classrooms? 
 

They are placed primarily where there is space available. This issue could be 
addressed by Facilities Planning,  at (619) 574-1487. 
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ANSWERS PROVIDED BY: Atwater Elementary School District (Individual Unknown) 
 
Interview Questions for School Districts 
 

1. What are the typical sizes of the portable classrooms? 
 

24 feet X 40 feet 
 
2. Do any of the portable classrooms have two exits? (i.e., two separate doors 

to the exterior.) 
 

No 
 

3. How often are the portable classrooms moved? (within the same campus or 
to another school.) 

 
None have been moved in 6 years. 

 
4. What criteria is utilized to permit the use of security bars on the windows? 
 

None. 
 

5. Are the security bars required to have emergency release hardware? 
 

Not used. 
 

6. What types of emergency drills are required for portable classrooms with and 
without security bars? How often? 

 
Not used. 

 
7. Are most portable classroom buildings considered as temporary? 
 

Yes. 
 

8. What percentage of the portable classrooms are temporary vs. permanent? 
 

75%. 
 

9. How long do the portable classrooms typically stay on site? 
 

15 years. 
 

10. Do most portable classroom buildings obtain an extension of time beyond the 
three-year period? 

 
Yes. 

 
11. Are the exit doors serving the portable classroom buildings ever locked from 

the inside when students occupy the classroom? 
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No 
 

12. Do all of the portable classrooms have windows? 
 

Yes. 
 

13. Does your school district consider the windows as a secondary means of 
egress? 

 
Yes. 

 
14. What  uses are permitted in these portable classroom buildings? 
 

Teaching stations, libraries 
 

15. How many students/occupants are permitted in each of the portable 
classrooms? 

 
20 - 30 

 
16. What steps are taken to ensure that the means of egress path is maintained 

clear and unobstructed? 
 

When seen teachers are told. 
 

17. Does the school district perform inspections of each portable classroom to 
ensure that the exits are safe? 

 
Yes. 

 
If yes, how often and by whom? 

 
 Monthly head custodian. 
 
18. What procedures do you have in place for emergency events? 

a. Fire  
b. Seismic/Earthquake  
c. Bomb Threat   
d. Gun Threat   
e. Other Acts of Violence  

 
District has policy for these events. 
 

19. Are the portable classrooms separated from other portable classrooms? 
 

Yes. 



AB 320 – DSA Portable Classroom Egress Study   
 

 
20. What criteria is used to site the portable classrooms (i.e., distance from other  

buildings, number permitted in a row, size of yard or court outside of building, 
etc.)? 

 
State regulations. 

 
21. Does the school district notify the fire department prior to each fire drill?  

 
The district has a security company that monitors fire alarm 24- 7, they are 
called first. 
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ANSWERS PROVIDED BY: Galt High School District (Individual Unknown) 
 
Interview Questions for School Districts 
 

1. What are the typical sizes of the portable classrooms? 
 

24 feet X 40 feet. 
 

2. Do any of the portable classrooms have two exits? (i.e., two separate doors to 
the exterior). 

 
1 portable 

 
If yes, what size are these portable classrooms? What criteria is currently 
used by the school district to require (2) exits? 

 
 36 feet X 40 feet – none 
 
3. How often are the portable classrooms moved? (within the same campus or to 

another school.) 
 

We are a 1 school district 
 
4. What criteria is utilized to permit the use of security bars on the windows? 
 

N/A 
 
5. Are the security bars required to have emergency release hardware? 
 

N/A 
 

6. What types of emergency drills are required for portable classrooms with and 
without security bars? How often? 

 
N/A 

 
7. Are most portable classroom buildings considered as temporary? 
 

Yes 
 

8. What percentage of the portable classrooms are temporary vs. permanent? 
 

32% permanent 68% temporary. 
 

9. How long do the portable classrooms typically stay on site? 
 

We currently have all portable classrooms that have been added. Our oldest 
portable is 20 years old.  We do not currently have intentions to remove any 
buildings.  
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10. Do most portable classroom buildings obtain an extension of time beyond the 
three-year period? 

 
Yes 

 
11. Are the exit doors serving the portable classroom buildings ever locked from the 

inside when students occupy the classroom? 
 

Only in an emergency situation. 
 

If yes, which criteria is used to permit the doors to be locked in this situation? 
 

How are the doors unlocked in an emergency? 
 
  By the teacher’s key. 
 
12. Do all of the portable classrooms have windows? 

 
Yes. 

 
13. Does your school district consider the windows as a secondary means of 

egress? 
 

Yes 
 

14. What  uses are permitted in these portable classroom buildings? 
 

Classroom instruction. 
 

15. How many students/occupants are permitted in each of the portable classrooms? 
 

Our goal is to have a maximum capacity of 35. This number is sometimes 
exceeded and can be as high as 40. 

 
16. What steps are taken to ensure that the means of egress path is maintained 

clear and unobstructed? 
 

Inspections by maintenance staff annually. All other staff are trained and 
aware that a path needs to be clear at all times. 

 
17. Does the school district perform inspections of each portable classroom to 

ensure that the exits are safe? 
 

Yes 
 

If yes, how often and by whom? 
 
 Annually by maintenance staff. 
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18. What procedures do you have in place for emergency events? 

a. Fire  
b. Seismic/Earthquake  
c. Bomb Threat   
d. Gun Threat   
e. Other Acts of Violence  

 
Use the emergency plan – Galt High School, this will be used for a, b, and c 
emergency events. 
 

19. Are the portable classrooms separated from other portable classrooms? 
 

No 
 

20. What criteria is used to site the portable classrooms (i.e., distance from other  
buildings, number permitted in a row, size of yard or court outside of building, 
etc.)? 

 
DSA Guidelines. 

 
21. Does the school district notify the fire department prior to each fire drill?  

 
No 
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ANSWERS PROVIDED BY: El Dorado Unified School District.  (Individual Unknown) 
 
Interview Questions for School Districts 
 
1. What are the typical sizes of the portable classrooms? 

 
24 feet X 40 feet. 

 
2. Do any of the portable classrooms have two exits? (i.e., two separate doors to 

the exterior.) 
 

Yes. 
 

If yes, what size are these portable classrooms? What criteria is currently 
used by the school district to require (2) exits? 

 
 48 feet X 40 feet per fire code. 
 
3. How often are the portable classrooms moved? (within the same campus or to 

another school.) 
 

Rarely. Portables are occasionally moved between campuses but for the 
most part stay put. 

 
1. What criteria is utilized to permit the use of security bars on the windows? 
 

N/A 
 

2. Are the security bars required to have emergency release hardware? 
 

N/A 
 

3. What types of emergency drills are required for portable classrooms with and 
without security bars? How often? 

 
Not used. 

 
4. Are most portable classroom buildings considered as temporary? 
 

Yes. 
 

5. What percentage of the portable classrooms are temporary vs. permanent? 
 

55% (69 out of 125 portables). 
 

6. How long do the portable classrooms typically stay on site? 
 

Average is 10 years. 
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7. Do most portable classroom buildings obtain an extension of time beyond the 
three-year period? 

 
Yes 

 
8. Are the exit doors serving the portable classroom buildings ever locked from the 

inside when students occupy the classroom? 
 

9. Do all of the portable classrooms have windows? 
 

Yes. 
 

10. Does your school district consider the windows as a secondary means of 
egress? 

 
No answer. 

 
11. What  uses are permitted in these portable classroom buildings? 
 

Student instruction and administrative offices. 
 

12. How many students/occupants are permitted in each of the portable classrooms? 
 

Varies 
 
13. What steps are taken to ensure that the means of egress path is maintained 

clear and unobstructed? 
 

14. Does the school district perform inspections of each portable classroom to 
ensure that the exits are safe? 
 

15. What procedures do you have in place for emergency events? 
a. Fire  
b. Seismic/Earthquake  
c. Bomb Threat   
d. Gun Threat   
e. Other Acts of Violence  

 
Each site has developed it’s own emergency preparedness manual which 
includes all of these scenarios. 

16. Are the portable classrooms separated from other portable classrooms? 
 

Same are grouped together, some are on their own. 
 

17. What criteria is used to site the portable classrooms (i.e., distance from other  
buildings, number permitted in a row, size of yard or court outside of building, 
etc.)? 

 
Handled by architect. 

 
18. Does the school district notify the fire department prior to each fire drill?  
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Each site plans their own fire drills and is responsible for notifying the fire 
department. Most often the fire department is involved in the planning. 
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ANSWERS PROVIDED BY: Stephen Newsom, Senior Architect, California Department 
of Education School Facilities Planning Division 
 
Interview Questions for School Districts 
 
The following answers were provided by Stephen Newsom, Senior Architect, California 
Dept. of Education, School Facilities Planning Division. 
 

19. What are the typical sizes of the portable classrooms? 
 

Portable classrooms vary in size, just as permanent classrooms do, but a 
typical classroom is 960 s.f. 

 
20. Do any of the portable classrooms have two exits? (i.e., two separate doors 

to the exterior.) 
 

Yes. 
 

If yes, what size are these portable classrooms? What criteria is currently 
used by the school district to require (2) exits? 
Portable classrooms are required to follow the same code requirements for 
exits that permanent buildings follow, so if a classroom is larger than 1000 
s.f., it requires a second exit. 

 
21. How often are the portable classrooms moved? (within the same campus or 

to another school.) 
 

Varies from district to district. 
 
22. What criteria is utilized to permit the use of security bars on the windows? 
 

Security bars are not part of the review by state agencies, so the individual 
districts establish their own criteria. 

 
23. Are the security bars required to have emergency release hardware? 
 

When portables are reviewed by the Division of the State Architect, windows 
are not considered exits, only doors are legitimate exits, just like in 
permanent school construction. 

 
24. What types of emergency drills are required for portable classrooms with and 

without security bars? How often? 
 

The Education Code establishes requirements for emergency drills, 
depending on the grade level, not the type of building.  Therefore, students 
and staff in portables would follow the same drill requirements as someone in 
a permanent building.  See Question 5 for security bar information. 

 
25. Are most portable classroom buildings considered as temporary? 
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Depends on the situation.  Some “portables” have been in place for over 20 
years.  The Education Code states that they should be used for a maximum 
of 3 years, with a possible 3 year extension, but this is not always followed. 

 
26. What percentage of the portable classrooms are temporary vs. permanent? 
 

This varies from district to district and school to school. 
 
27. How long do the portable classrooms typically stay on site? 
 

This varies from district to district and school to school 
 

28. Do most portable classroom buildings obtain an extension of time beyond the 
three-year period? 

 
I don’t know, but this will vary from school to school. 

 
29. Are the exit doors serving the portable classroom buildings ever locked from 

the inside when students occupy the classroom? 
 

This is a question for the school district, but the Division of the State Architect 
reviews the locksets proposed for portables, just as they do for permanent 
buildings, and a required exit should not have a function that would prevent 
exiting in an emergency regardless of the type of building it is. 

 
If yes, which criteria is used to permit the doors to be locked in this situation? 

 
How are the doors unlocked in an emergency? 

 
As stated above, no required exit should prevent quick, easy exiting in an 
emergency situation, regardless of building type. 

 
30. Do all of the portable classrooms have windows? 
 

I would not say “All”, but I’ve never seen one that does not have at least one 
window. 

 
If no, how many or what percentage are without windows? 

 
31. Does your school district consider the windows as a secondary means of 

egress? 
 

I hope no district considers this, because of the code requirements stated 
above. 

 
32. What  uses are permitted in these portable classroom buildings? 
 

The Division of the State Architect reviews the use or occupancy of portables 
the same way that they review permanent building occupancies.  The fire 
rating and number of exits required based on the proposed use is defined in 
the building code, regardless of the construction type. 
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33. How many students/occupants are permitted in each of the portable 

classrooms? 
 

This is defined by the building code, just like permanent buildings. 
 
34. What steps are taken to ensure that the means of egress path is maintained 

clear and unobstructed? 
 

The district staff should be monitoring this, as well as the local fire dept. 
 
35. Does the school district perform inspections of each portable classroom to 

ensure that the exits are safe? 
 

They should, just as they would for permanent buildings. 
  

If yes, how often and by whom? 
 

 Contact individual districts for this information. 
 
36. What procedures do you have in place for emergency events? 

a. Fire 
b. Seismic/Earthquake 
c. Bomb Threat 
d. Gun Threat 
e. Other Acts of Violence 
 
Contact the individual districts for this information. 
 

22. Are the portable classrooms separated from other portable classrooms? 
 

This varies, but the site plan is reviewed by the Division of the State Architect 
for code compliance.  Part of this review involves size and proximity to other 
buildings, based on fire ratings and other factors.  This review occurs for 
portables and permanent buildings, alike. 

 
23. What criteria is used to site the portable classrooms (i.e., distance from other  

buildings, number permitted in a row, size of yard or court outside of building, 
etc.)? 

 
Local fire dept. approval and Division of the State Architect approval based 
on current building code requirements. 

 
24. Does the school district notify the fire department prior to each fire drill?  
 

Contact the individual school districts for this information. 
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ANSWERS PROVIDED BY: Camino School District (Individual Unknown) 
 
Interview Questions for School Districts 
 

1. What are the typical sizes of the portable classrooms? 
 

960 square feet 
 

2. Do any of the portable classrooms have two exits? (i.e., two separate doors 
to the exterior.) 

 
Yes, 17-34 

 
If yes, what size are these portable classrooms? What criteria is currently 
used by the school district to require (2) exits? 

 
3. How often are the portable classrooms moved? (within the same campus or 

to another school.) 
 

Very rare. 
 

4. What criteria is utilized to permit the use of security bars on the windows? 
 

N/A. 
 

5. Are the security bars required to have emergency release hardware? 
 

N/A. 
 

6. What types of emergency drills are required for portable classrooms with and 
without security bars? How often? 

 
Monthly 

 
7. Are most portable classroom buildings considered as temporary? 
 

No. 
 

8. What percentage of the portable classrooms are temporary vs. permanent? 
 

30%. 
 

9. How long do the portable classrooms typically stay on site? 
 

20-30 years. 
 

10. Do most portable classroom buildings obtain an extension of time beyond the 
three-year period? 

 
No 
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11. Are the exit doors serving the portable classroom buildings ever locked from 
the inside when students occupy the classroom? 

 
No. 

 
12. Do all of the portable classrooms have windows? 

 
Yes 

 
13. Does your school district consider the windows as a secondary means of 

egress? 
 

No 
 

14. What uses are permitted in these portable classroom buildings? 
 

Classrooms 
 

15. How many students/occupants are permitted in each of the portable 
classrooms? 

 
Maybe 35 

 
16. What steps are taken to ensure that the means of egress path is maintained 

clear and unobstructed? 
 

Monthly checklist 
 

17. Does the school district perform inspections of each portable classroom to 
ensure that the exits are safe? 

 
If yes, how often and by whom? 

 
 Yes, monthly by Roy Hardy. 
 
18. What procedures do you have in place for emergency events? 

f. Fire 
g. Seismic/Earthquake  
h. Bomb Threat  
i. Gun Threat  
j. Other Acts of Violence 
 
Note “Leave Building Action” Attachment 
 

19. Are the portable classrooms separated from other portable classrooms? 
 

No. 
 

20. What criteria is used to site the portable classrooms (i.e., distance from other  
buildings, number permitted in a row, size of yard or court outside of building, 
etc.)? 
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21. Does the school district notify the fire department prior to each fire drill?  

 
No. 
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ANSWERS PROVIDED BY: Elverta Elementary School District (Individual Unknown) 
 
Interview Questions for School Districts 
 

1. What are the typical sizes of the portable classrooms? 
 

1. 32 feet X 32 feet 
2. 23 feet X 40 feet 

 
2. Do any of the portable classrooms have two exits? (i.e., two separate doors 

to the exterior.) 
 

Yes, all of them do. 
 

If yes, what size are these portable classrooms? What criteria is currently 
used by the school district to require (2) exits? 

 
3. How often are the portable classrooms moved? (within the same campus or 

to another school.) 
 

Never. 
 

4. What criteria is utilized to permit the use of security bars on the windows? 
 

We do not use security bars. 
 

5. Are the security bars required to have emergency release hardware? 
 

N/A 
 

6. What types of emergency drills are required for portable classrooms with and 
without security bars? How often? 

 
Fire Drill/ Lock Down/ Duck and Cover 

 
7. Are most portable classroom buildings considered as temporary? 
 

Permanent. 
 

8. What percentage of the portable classrooms are temporary vs. permanent? 
 

100% permanent. 
 

9. How long do the portable classrooms typically stay on site? 
 

Until they are non-usable. 
 

10. Do most portable classroom buildings obtain an extension of time beyond the 
three-year period? 

 
Ours are current in meeting permanent. 
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11. Are the exit doors serving the portable classroom buildings ever locked from 

the inside when students occupy the classroom? 
 

No. 
 

12. Do all of the portable classrooms have windows? 
 

Yes. 
 

13. Does your school district consider the windows as a secondary means of 
egress? 

 
Yes. 

 
14. What  uses are permitted in these portable classroom buildings? 
 

Typical classroom activities. 
 

15. How many students/occupants are permitted in each of the portable 
classrooms? 

 
35 

 
16. What steps are taken to ensure that the means of egress path is maintained 

clear and unobstructed? 
 

During drills the path of egress is monitored. 
 

17. Does the school district perform inspections of each portable classroom to 
ensure that the exits are safe? 

 
Monthly inspections/ drills 

 
If yes, how often and by whom? 

 
The custodian administers monthly safety inspections, drills by 
maintenance/supervisor and assistant principal. 

 
18. What procedures do you have in place for emergency events? 

k. Fire – monthly fire drills 
l. Seismic/Earthquake – quarterly duck and cover drills 
m. Bomb Threat – emergency exit drills monthly 
n. Gun Threat – lock down drill 
o. Other Acts of Violence – above listed drills 
 

19. Are the portable classrooms separated from other portable classrooms? 
 

Leonaksis and Beaumont Architectural firm surveyed and determined 
placement of the modulars. 
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20. What criteria is used to site the portable classrooms (i.e., distance from other  
buildings, number permitted in a row, size of yard or court outside of building, 
etc.)? 

 
See Question 19. 

 
21. Does the school district notify the fire department prior to each fire drill?  

 
No, we notify the alarm company but we keep a monthly record of drills we 
perform, along with comments of the drill. 
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ANSWERS PROVIDED BY: Claremont Unified School District (Individual Unknown) 
 
Interview Questions for School Districts 
 

1. What are the typical sizes of the portable classrooms? 
 

24’ X 40’ and 30’ X 32’ 
 
2. Do any of the portable classrooms have two exits? (i.e., two separate doors 

to the exterior.) 
 

Yes 
 

If yes, what size are these portable classrooms? What criteria is currently 
used by the school district to require (2) exits? 

 
  48’ X 40’ and 60’ X 32’ 
 

3. How often are the portable classrooms moved? (within the same campus or 
to another school.) 

 
Very seldom. 

 
4. What criteria is utilized to permit the use of security bars on the windows? 
 

More than 2 computers in classroom. 
 

5. Are the security bars required to have emergency release hardware? 
 

On back window opposite door exit 
 

6. What types of emergency drills are required for portable classrooms with and 
without security bars? How often? 

 
None at this time, people in rooms with bars are shown how to operate bar 
release. 

 
7. Are most portable classroom buildings considered as temporary? 
 

Not really 
 

8. What percentage of the portable classrooms are temporary vs. permanent? 
 

90% permanent, 10 % portable 
 

9. How long do the portable classrooms typically stay on site? 
 

Forever 
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10. Do most portable classroom buildings obtain an extension of time beyond the 
three-year period? 

 
Yes 

 
11. Are the exit doors serving the portable classroom buildings ever locked from 

the inside when students occupy the classroom? 
 

No – they don’t have locks on inside. 
 

If yes, which criteria is used to permit the doors to be locked in this situation? 
 

How are the doors unlocked in an emergency? 
 
12. Do all of the portable classrooms have windows? 

 
Yes. 

 
If no, how many or what percentage are without windows? 

 
13. Does your school district consider the windows as a secondary means of 

egress? 
 

Yes. 
 

14. What  uses are permitted in these portable classroom buildings? 
 

Regular classroom activities, computer labs 
 

15. How many students/occupants are permitted in each of the portable 
classrooms? 

 
Up to 35 

 
16. What steps are taken to ensure that the means of egress path is maintained 

clear and unobstructed? 
 

Inspected by school personnel , SIA inspectors and Fire Marshal Inspectors 
 
 

17. Does the school district perform inspections of each portable classroom to 
ensure that the exits are safe? 

 
Yes 

 
If yes, how often and by whom? 

 
Daily by custodians, annually by maintenance staff 
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18. What procedures do you have in place for emergency events? 
p. Fire  
q. Seismic/Earthquake  
r. Bomb Threat  
s. Gun Threat  
t. Other Acts of Violence  
 
All in place with District policies and procedures 
 

19. Are the portable classrooms separated from other portable classrooms? 
 

No 
 

20. What criteria is used to site the portable classrooms (i.e., distance from other  
buildings, number permitted in a row, size of yard or court outside of building, 
etc.)? 

 
DSA approval, Fire Marshal approval and Architect approval 

 
21. Does the school district notify the fire department prior to each fire drill?  

 
Alarm company is notified 
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ANSWERS PROVIDED BY: Latrobe School District (Individual Unknown) 
 
Interview Questions for School Districts 
 

1. What are the typical sizes of the portable classrooms? 
 

 
2. Do any of the portable classrooms have two exits? (i.e., two separate doors 

to the exterior.) 
 

No. 
 

If yes, what size are these portable classrooms? What criteria is currently 
used by the school district to require (2) exits? 

 
3. How often are the portable classrooms moved? (within the same campus or 

to another school.) 
 

Never. 
 

4. What criteria is utilized to permit the use of security bars on the windows? 
 

None. 
 

5. Are the security bars required to have emergency release hardware? 
 

N/A. 
 

6. What types of emergency drills are required for portable classrooms with and 
without security bars? How often? 

 
Evacuation/lock down/duck and cover 

 
7. Are most portable classroom buildings considered as temporary? 
 

Yes. 
 

8. What percentage of the portable classrooms are temporary vs. permanent? 
 

All. 
 

9. How long do the portable classrooms typically stay on site? 
 

10 plus years. 
 

10. Do most portable classroom buildings obtain an extension of time beyond the 
three-year period? 

 
Yes. 
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11. Are the exit doors serving the portable classroom buildings ever locked from 
the inside when students occupy the classroom? 

 
No. 

 
If yes, which criteria is used to permit the doors to be locked in this situation? 

 
How are the doors unlocked in an emergency? 

  
  With a key. 
 
12. Do all of the portable classrooms have windows? 

 
Yes. 

 
If no, how many or what percentage are without windows? 

 
13. Does your school district consider the windows as a secondary means of 

egress? 
 

No. 
 

14. What  uses are permitted in these portable classroom buildings? 
 

K-8 Classrooms 
 

15. How many students/occupants are permitted in each of the portable 
classrooms? 

 
30 plus 

 
16. What steps are taken to ensure that the means of egress path is maintained 

clear and unobstructed? 
 

Regular maintenance/safety standards. 
 

17. Does the school district perform inspections of each portable classroom to 
ensure that the exits are safe? 

 
If yes, how often and by whom? 

 
  Yes, maintenance/ regular by a custodian/ daily. 
 
18. What procedures do you have in place for emergency events? 

u. Fire – regular drills 
v. Seismic/Earthquake - drills 
w. Bomb Threat – emergency plan 
x. Gun Threat – emergency plan 
y. Other Acts of Violence 
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19. Are the portable classrooms separated from other portable classrooms? 
 

No. 
20. What criteria is used to site the portable classrooms (i.e., distance from other  

buildings, number permitted in a row, size of yard or court outside of building, 
etc.)? 

 
21. Does the school district notify the fire department prior to each fire drill?  

 
No. 
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ANSWERS PROVIDED BY: Richard Luke – Los Angeles Unified School District 
 
Interview Questions for School Districts 
 

1. What are the typical sizes of the portable classrooms? 
 

LAUSD has approximately 9,000 classrooms housed in portable buildings.  
About 4,000 of those classrooms are old “bungalow” type structures and 
5,000 are conventional “portable” buildings.  For the latter, the typical 
classroom size is 24 feet x 40 feet or 960 sq.ft. The typical building 
configurations are either 24 feet x 40 feet (one classroom) or 48 feet x 40 feet 
(double classroom) 

 
2. Do any of the portable classrooms have two exits? (i.e., two separate doors 

to the exterior.) 
 

Yes. Approximately 100 classrooms have two exit doors to the exterior. 
 

If yes, what size are these portable classrooms? What criteria is currently 
used by the school district to require (2) exits? 

 
They are 24 feet x 40 feet classrooms.   

 
Given the occupancy and the loading it has been determined that our typical 
960 sq.ft. classroom does not, by code, require a second exit.  When we 
purchase double classroom buildings, we order them with a connecting door 
between classrooms.   

 
3. How often are the portable classrooms moved? (within the same campus or 

to another school.) 
 

Under normal circumstances, portable classroom buildings are rarely moved 
from their original location.  They occasionally need to be moved to 
accommodate planned construction on a campus as is the case for nearly 
600 portable classrooms throughout the district in response to our current 
building program.   

 
4. What criteria are utilized to permit the use of security bars on the windows? 

 
Security grilles are installed on all of the permanent portable classrooms 
placed on LAUSD campuses.  They are installed in full compliance with all 
local Fire Department’s regulations.  Grilles are not installed on temporary 
portables (see question #8 below). 

 
5. Are the security bars required to have emergency release hardware? 

 
Each classroom has two windows, one on the exit door wall and one on the 
opposite wall.  The window on the wall opposite the door wall is the one 
equipped with emergency release hardware. 
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6. What types of emergency drills are required for portable classrooms with and 
without security bars? How often? 

 
LAUSD does not have any specific drills exclusively for portables (with or 
without security grilles).  Students in portable classrooms participate in the 
normal series of drills scheduled for the school.  These are outlined in LAUSD 
Bulletin No. N-25, Emergency Drills and Procedures, dated 12/16/02.  

 
7. Are most portable classroom buildings considered as temporary? 

 
They are called “portable” but once placed they become a permanent part of 
a school’s classroom count.  In the case of “bungalow” type buildings, some 
have been on a campus for as long as 50 years. 

 
8. What percentage of the portable classrooms are temporary vs. permanent? 

 
Classrooms used for class-size reduction and to accommodate growth are 
considered permanent (as stated above, we have 9,000 classrooms in this 
category).  Classrooms used to house students during a construction project, 
the repair of fire damage or other emergencies would be considered 
temporary.  The district currently has approximately 700 temporary 
classrooms. 

 
9. How long do the portable classrooms typically stay on site? 

 
Historically, portable buildings have remained on site as long as they are 
structurally sound.  As mentioned above, for some of our older bungalow 
types, this can be as long as 50 years. 

 
The district is currently involved in Phase I of a multi-phased building 
program.  It is one of the goals of the program to replace some of our 
portable classroom stock with permanent structures.  Consequently, it is 
anticipated that over the next 5 to 10 years more portable classrooms will be 
removed and/or moved from our campuses than has been typical in the past. 

 
10. Do most portable classroom buildings obtain an extension of time beyond the 

three-year period? 
 

The DOH (Department of Housing) portable is the portable type that has time 
restrictions for use.  LAUSD uses this type primarily for temporary, “interim” 
housing.  For that purpose an extension is not necessary.  The district has 
some DOH portables that are being used for non-interim purposes.  In those 
cases, we are trying to either (1) substitute a DSA portable and remove the 
DOH or (2) comply with the requirements to allow for their extended use.   

 
The majority of the portable buildings purchased by the district are DSA 
approved.  These do not have a time limitation for use at a site. 

 
11. Are the exit doors serving the portable classroom buildings ever locked from 

the inside when students occupy the classroom? 
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No. 
 

 
 
12. Do all of the portable classrooms have windows? 

 
Yes. 

 
13. Does your school district consider the windows as a secondary means of 

egress? 
 

Emergency egress only. 
 
14. What uses are permitted in these portable classroom buildings? 

 
Classrooms, office space, parent centers, professional development, 
libraries. 

 
15. How many students/occupants are permitted in each of the portable 

classrooms? 
 

Secondary level classrooms are loaded at 37 students / classroom.  Primary 
level is loaded at 27 students / classroom.  A class size reduction classroom 
is loaded at 20 students / classroom. 

 
16. What steps are taken to ensure that the means of egress path is maintained 

clear and unobstructed? 
 

This is the responsibility of the on-site administrator.  There are periodic 
inspections to ensure compliance (see answer to question #17 below). 

 
17. Does the school district perform inspections of each portable classroom to 

ensure that the exits are safe? 
 

Yes  
 

If yes, how often and by whom? 
 

Once a year every school campus has an Annual Safety Inspection.  This is a 
coordinated effort between the Complex Project Manager from the Facilities 
Division and the Safety Officer from OEHS assigned to each specific school.  
 
In addition, a school’s staff (usually its Safety Committee) performs school 
site inspections twice a year in compliance with OSHA’s Injury Illness 
Prevention Program (#3202).  To help in these inspections, OEHS has 
prepared a check list.   

 
18. What procedures do you have in place for emergency events? 

z. Fire 
aa. Seismic/Earthquake 
bb. Bomb Threat 
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cc. Gun Threat 
dd. Other Acts of Violence 

 
Every school has a formal Emergency Contingency Plan that addresses the 
above listed events.  This plan is coordinated with the Office of Emergency 
Services.  In addition, each school posts its Emergency Evacuation Plan. 

 
19. Are the portable classrooms separated from other portable classrooms? 

 
Yes. The minimum distance between portable buildings is 2’-0”. 

 
20. What criteria is used to site the portable classrooms (i.e., distance from other  

buildings, number permitted in a row, size of yard or court outside of building, 
etc.)? 

 
Portable buildings are sited in compliance with the requirements of the 
Uniform Building Code. 

 
Portables are typically sited a minimum of 20’-0” away from any existing 
structure on a campus. 
 
When portable buildings are grouped (placed 2’-0” apart), the maximum 
grouping is 9 classrooms (under 9,100 sq.ft.) before a 20’-0” separation is 
introduced. 

 
21. Does the school district notify the fire department prior to each fire drill?  

 
Yes. 
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ANSWERS PROVIDED BY: North Sacramento School District (Individual Unknown) 
 
Interview Questions for School Districts 
 

1. What are the typical sizes of the portable classrooms? 
 

36 feet X 40 feet 
 
2. Do any of the portable classrooms have two exits? (i.e., two separate doors 

to the exterior.) 
 

Yes 
 

If yes, what size are these portable classrooms? What criteria is currently 
used by the school district to require (2) exits? 

 
 36 feet X 40 feet – class size reduction 
 

3. How often are the portable classrooms moved? (within the same campus or 
to another school.) 

 
None 

 
4. What criteria is utilized to permit the use of security bars on the windows? 

 
Two exits 

 
5. Are the security bars required to have emergency release hardware? 
 

No 
 

6. What types of emergency drills are required for portable classrooms with and 
without security bars? How often? 

 
Fire drills, once a month 

 
7. Are most portable classroom buildings considered as temporary? 
 

Yes 
 

8. What percentage of the portable classrooms are temporary vs. permanent? 
 

95% permanent, 5 % temporary 
 

9. How long do the portable classrooms typically stay on site? 
 

Indefinite  
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10. Do most portable classroom buildings obtain an extension of time beyond the 

three-year period? 
 

Yes 
 
11. Are the exit doors serving the portable classroom buildings ever locked from 

the inside when students occupy the classroom? 
 

Yes 
 

If yes, which criteria is used to permit the doors to be locked in this situation? 
 

Doors can be located from inside and outside, and can be opened from the 
inside at any time. 

 
How are the doors unlocked in an emergency? 

 
 With a key. 
 
12. Do all of the portable classrooms have windows? 

 
Yes. 

 
13. Does your school district consider the windows as a secondary means of 

egress? 
 

Yes. 
 

14. What  uses are permitted in these portable classroom buildings? 
 

Instruction, support services. 
 

15. How many students/occupants are permitted in each of the portable 
classrooms? 

 
20 – class size reduction. 
26-30 – regular size portables. 

 
16. What steps are taken to ensure that the means of egress path is maintained 

clear and unobstructed? 
 

Regular inspection of classrooms 
 

17. Does the school district perform inspections of each portable classroom to 
ensure that the exits are safe? 

 
Yes 

 
If yes, how often and by whom? 
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Custodians are instructed to report blockages to principal or myself. 
 
18. What procedures do you have in place for emergency events? 

ee. Fire  
ff. Seismic/Earthquake  
gg. Bomb Threat  
hh. Gun Threat  
ii. Other Acts of Violence  
 
District crisis management program SB198 – Binder at each site also 
addressed in District Strategies Plan. 
 

19. Are the portable classrooms separated from other portable classrooms? 
 

The required distance. 
 

20. What criteria is used to site the portable classrooms (i.e., distance from other  
buildings, number permitted in a row, size of yard or court outside of building, 
etc.)? 

 
DSA regulations and the above mentioned items. 

 
21. Does the school district notify the fire department prior to each fire drill?  

 
We notify our notifying company (Dial One) reason being, to make sure that 
they receive a signal during a fire drill. 
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ANSWERS PROVIDED BY: Pollock Pines School District (Individual Unknown) 
 
Interview Questions for School Districts 
 

1. What are the typical sizes of the portable classrooms? 
 

960 square feet (24 feet X 40 feet) 
 

2. Do any of the portable classrooms have two exits? (i.e., two separate doors 
to the exterior.) 

 
Yes 

 
If yes, what size are these portable classrooms? What criteria is currently 
used by the school district to require (2) exits? 

 
 Anything over 1,000 sq. ft. 
 

3. How often are the portable classrooms moved? (within the same campus or 
to another school.) 

 
5-7 years. 

 
4. What criteria is utilized to permit the use of security bars on the windows? 
 

N/A. 
 

5. Are the security bars required to have emergency release hardware? 
 

N/A. 
 

6. What types of emergency drills are required for portable classrooms with and 
without security bars? How often? 

 
N/A. 

 
7. Are most portable classroom buildings considered as temporary? 
 

Not by our district. 
 

8. What percentage of the portable classrooms are temporary vs. permanent? 
 

75% / 25%. 
 

9. How long do the portable classrooms typically stay on site? 
 

10 –15 years. 
 

10. Do most portable classroom buildings obtain an extension of time beyond the 
three-year period? 
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? 
 

11. Are the exit doors serving the portable classroom buildings ever locked from 
the inside when students occupy the classroom? 

 
Only in a lock down situation 

 
If yes, which criteria is used to permit the doors to be locked in this situation? 

 
Dangerous or unknown condition on campus 

 
How are the doors unlocked in an emergency? 

   
 All doors can be opened whether locked from the inside or not 
 
12. Do all of the portable classrooms have windows? 

 
Yes. 

 
If no, how many or what percentage are without windows? 

 
0 

 
13. Does your school district consider the windows as a secondary means of 

egress? 
 

No 
 

14. What  uses are permitted in these portable classroom buildings? 
 

Teaching classes 
 

15. How many students/occupants are permitted in each of the portable 
classrooms? 

 
Never more than 40 

 
16. What steps are taken to ensure that the means of egress path is maintained 

clear and unobstructed? 
 

Rooms inspected monthly 
 

17. Does the school district perform inspections of each portable classroom to 
ensure that the exits are safe? 

 
Yes  

 
If yes, how often and by whom? 

 
 Monthly by maintenance personnel 
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18. What procedures do you have in place for emergency events? 
jj. Fire –  monthly fire drills 
kk. Seismic/Earthquake – yearly drills 
ll. Bomb Threat - ? 
mm. Gun Threat - ? 
nn. Other Acts of Violence - ? 

 
19. Are the portable classrooms separated from other portable classrooms? 
 

Yes 
 

20. What criteria is used to site the portable classrooms (i.e., distance from other  
buildings, number permitted in a row, size of yard or court outside of building, 
etc.)? 

 
Local Fire Regulations 
 

21. Does the school district notify the fire department prior to each fire drill?  
 

Usually 
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ANSWERS PROVIDED BY: Don Haase, San Juan Unified School District  
 
Interview Questions for School Districts 
 

1. What are the typical sizes of the portable classrooms? 
 

960 sq. ft. 
 
2. Do any of the portable classrooms have two exits? (i.e., two separate doors 

to the exterior.) 
 

No 
 

3. How often are the portable classrooms moved? (within the same campus or 
to another school.) 

 
Never. 

 
4. What criteria is utilized to permit the use of security bars on the windows? 
 

On computer rooms only but never on portables. 
 

5. Are the security bars required to have emergency release hardware? 
 

No. 
 

6. What types of emergency drills are required for portable classrooms with and 
without security bars? How often? 

 
In accordance with fire code. 

 
7. Are most portable classroom buildings considered as temporary? 
 

No. 
 

8. What percentage of the portable classrooms are temporary vs. permanent? 
 

13% Temporary. 
 

9. How long do the portable classrooms typically stay on site? 
 

Indefinite. 
 

10. Do most portable classroom buildings obtain an extension of time beyond the 
three-year period? 

 
Yes 
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11. Are the exit doors serving the portable classroom buildings ever locked from 

the inside when students occupy the classroom? 
 

12. Do all of the portable classrooms have windows? 
 

Yes. 
 

If no, how many or what percentage are without windows? 
 
13. Does your school district consider the windows as a secondary means of 

egress? 
 

No. 
 

14. What  uses are permitted in these portable classroom buildings? 
 

Education. 
 

15. How many students/occupants are permitted in each of the portable 
classrooms? 

 
30 

 
16. What steps are taken to ensure that the means of egress path is maintained 

clear and unobstructed? 
 

17. Does the school district perform inspections of each portable classroom to 
ensure that the exits are safe? 

 
If yes, how often and by whom? 

 
18. What procedures do you have in place for emergency events? 

oo. Fire 
pp. Seismic/Earthquake 
qq. Bomb Threat 
rr. Gun Threat 
ss. Other Acts of Violence 
 

19. Are the portable classrooms separated from other portable classrooms? 
 

No 
 
20. What criteria is used to site the portable classrooms (i.e., distance from other  

buildings, number permitted in a row, size of yard or court outside of building, 
etc.)? 

 
Wherever needed 
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21. Does the school district notify the fire department prior to each fire drill?  

 
No 
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ANSWERS PROVIDED BY: Natomas Unified School District (Individual Unknown) 
 
Interview Questions for School Districts 
 

1. What are the typical sizes of the portable classrooms? 
 

960 sq. ft. 
 
2. Do any of the portable classrooms have two exits? (i.e., two separate doors 

to the exterior.) 
 

No 
 

3. How often are the portable classrooms moved? (within the same campus or 
to another school.) 

 
I’ve moved 7 portables in 5 years to a new high school site. 

 
4. What criteria is utilized to permit the use of security bars on the windows? 
 

Must have interior release. 
 

5. Are the security bars required to have emergency release hardware? 
 

Yes 
 

6. What types of emergency drills are required for portable classrooms with and 
without security bars? How often? 

 
Regular fire drills. 

 
7. Are most portable classroom buildings considered temporary? 
 

No 
 

8. What percentage of the portable classrooms are temporary vs. permanent? 
 

N/A 
 

9. How long do the portable classrooms typically stay on site? 
 

Indefinite  
 

10. Do most portable classroom buildings obtain an extension of time beyond the 
three-year period? 

 
N/A 



AB 320 – DSA Portable Classroom Egress Study   
 

 
11. Are the exit doors serving the portable classroom buildings ever locked from 

the inside when students occupy the classroom? 
 

No 
 

12. Do all of the portable classrooms have windows? 
 

Yes. 
 

13. Does your school district consider the windows as a secondary means of 
egress? 

 
Yes. 

 
14. What  uses are permitted in these portable classroom buildings? 
 

Educational 
 

15. How many students/occupants are permitted in each of the portable 
classrooms? 

 
30 

 
16. What steps are taken to ensure that the means of egress path is maintained 

clear and unobstructed? 
 

Normal evacuation. 
 

17. Does the school district perform inspections of each portable classroom to 
ensure that the exits are safe? 

 
Normal fire drill procedures. 

 
18. What procedures do you have in place for emergency events? 

tt. Fire - yes 
uu. Seismic/Earthquake - yes  
vv. Bomb Threat  - yes 
ww. Gun Threat  - yes 
xx. Other Acts of Violence - yes  
 

19. Are the portable classrooms separated from other portable classrooms? 
 

Yes 
 

20. What criteria is used to site the portable classrooms (i.e., distance from other  
buildings, number permitted in a row, size of yard or court outside of building, 
etc.)? 

 
DSA  
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21. Does the school district notify the fire department prior to each fire drill?  
 
Yes. 
 



  

APPENDIX C 
OPSC PORTABLE CLASSROOM SPECIFICATIONS 





































  

APPENDIX D 
TYPICAL FLOOR PLANS FOR PORTABLE CLASSROOMS 







  

APPENDIX E 
SECURITY GRILLES AND SCREEN PHOTOGRAPHS 



 
Non-OPSC portable classroom with security screens. 

 

 
OPSC portable classroom with security screens. 

 



 
Non-OPSC portable classroom with security screens. 

 

 
Non-OPSC portable classroom with security screens. 

 



 
Emergency Release Device 

 

 
Emergency Exit With Emergency Release Device 

 



  

APPENDIX F 
PORTABLE CLASSROOM WITHOUT EMERGENCY RELEASE DEVICE 

PHOTOGRAPHS 



 

 
OPSC Type portable classroom without emergency release device. 

 

 
Portable classroom without emergency release device and emergency exit sign. 

 



  

APPENDIX G 
SAMPLE EMERGENCY PREPAREDNESS MANUAL 





























  

APPENDIX H 
STATISTICAL FIRE DATA 

































































  

APPENDIX I 
FIRE SCENE PHOTOGRAPHS 



 
Portable Classroom Entrance. 

 

 
Interior Damage to Portable Classroom. 

 



 
Fire Damaged Ceiling Structure. 

 

 
Fire Damaged Ceiling Structure. 

 



 
Location of Ignition Source. 

 

 
Ventilation Louvers in Rear Wall. 

 



 
Windows at Front of Classroom. 

 

 
Rear Wall of Classroom. 

 



 
Wood Foundation System. 

 

 
Wood Foundation System. 

 
 



 
Entrance to Portable Classroom 

 

 
Electrical Panel in Adjacent Classroom 

 



 
Portable Classroom Involved and Adjacent Exposed Classroom 

 

 
Portable Classroom Entrance 

 



 
Interior Damage to Portable Classroom 

 

 
Interior Damage to Portable Classroom 

 



 
Floor in Front of Exit Door 

 

 
Interior Damage to Portable Classroom 

 



 
Front of Portable Classroom Involved 

 

 
Rear Wall of Portable Classroom 
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