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Remembering 

Newtown 
 
When the phone 

starting ringing about 

the unthinkable shooting 

in Newtown, many of the 

callers wanted to simply 

remind me of numerous 

conversations that we 

had shared concerning 

America’s most vulnerable. . . our children.  Far 

too long I have been telling anyone who would 

listen that “In spite of the millions of dollars 

spent in schools for security equipment, the 

human factor is still needed to further insure the 

safety and protection of our kids.”   

 We are all feeling the hurt from what has 

occurred in Newtown; and for as long as it’s 

relived in the media, or debated at different 

levels of government the faces of the children 

holding hands with their eyes closed and exiting 

the building will be forever etched in our minds.   

 This tragedy is no less real than the 

shooting at Columbine or any other public 

school.  What have we learned and were there 

global changes after each occurrence? Is security 

a funding issue? Is regulating gun control the 

answer?  Should boards of education increase 

physical security in school buildings?  Are Police 

Officers on each campus going to make a 

different?    The answer is a resounding “Yes” to 

each question.  For school systems with no 

security, these questions might appear difficult 

to answer, but working collaboratively with the 

Department of Homeland Security, the local 

Departments of Public Safety and the individual 

Boards of Education many schools are effectively 

and efficiently addressing all of these issues that 

impact school safety and security.   

 If you haven’t been on a school campus 

lately, please know that a visible police car on a 

campus is as powerful to the school as 

kryptonite to Superman.   Please keep in mind 

that the armed officer cannot monitor the entire 

school alone; and this further justifies the 

necessity for a Command and Control monitoring 

Center! 

 America has been at this crossroad 

before and interestingly enough, we have found 

many of the answers to the hard questions.  The 

most difficult question is: What does it take for 

us to realize that no amount of money is too 

great when it comes to protecting the greatest 

most precious resource in America?   

 In order to implement change, we need 

full cooperation from all stakeholders. Parents 

must trust in the system.  They must understand 

that tracking the movement of students, while 

they are under the authority of the school is not 

designed to violate privacy.  Instead, tracking or 

monitoring is an essential element of the 

functional design of the process. Boards of 

Education must insure that funding for Safety & 

Security is as important as purchasing uniforms 

for the football team, or adding new turf to the 

athletic track.  We all must embrace the reality 

that a safe environment is essential to teaching 

and learning. And, more importantly, laws must 

change at the state and federal levels, 

comparable to those implemented for NFPA 

(National Fire Protection Association) that 

regulate means and methods for fire security 

equipment, standards and policies.  Ultimately 

school districts must demand enforcement.  

Consider this: Fire safety is mandated in all 

schools.  It is not an option or after-thought. 

Edna Hartwell  
January 14, 2013 
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 On October 9, 1871 the Great Chicago 

Fire occurred and killed more than 300 people; 

100,000 were left homeless; and more than 

17,400 structures burned over 2000 acres in 27 

hours.  A larger, lesser known fire occurred on 

the same day in Wisconsin burning in more than 

16 towns, killing 1,152 people, and scorching 1.2 

million acres. The Peshtigo Fire in Wisconsin is 

the most devastating forest fire in American 

history.  

 On December 1, 1958 an even more 

devastating fire occurred in the basement of Our 

Lady of the Angels Catholic School in Chicago; a 

home to 1,600 students in Kindergarten through 

8th grade. The school was a two story structure 

built in 1910 and remodeled and added to 

numerous times over the years.  Eighty-seven 

children and three nuns died as s result of the 

fire. Three more critically injured children died 

before Christmas followed by two more in 1959 

and finally the last one died on August 9. In the 

end, 92 children and 3 nuns perished, bring the 

death toll to a 95.  

 Our Lady of the Angels School passed a 

fire department inspection just a few weeks 

prior to the fire. Even though they were legally in 

compliance with the fire safety laws of the time, 

the school was inadequately prepared for a fire 

of this magnitude.  

 

(1) There was only one fire escape, no 

sprinklers, no automatic fire alarm, no 

smoke or heat detectors, no alarm 

connected to the fire department, no 

fire-resistant stairwells and no fire-safe 

doors from the stairwells to the second 

floor.  

(2) While the building's exterior was brick, 

the interior was made almost entirely of 

combustibles - stairs, walls, floors, doors 

and roof - all wood.  

(3) The floors had been coated and re-

coated many times with flammable 

petroleum based waxes.  

(4) There were NO fire alarm switches in 

the north wing, and only two in the 

entire school, both located in the south 

wing. While there were four fire 

extinguishers in the north wing, they 

were mounted 7 feet off the floor, out of 

reach for many adults and virtually all of 

the children.  

(5) The single fire escape was near one end 

of the north wing but to reach it 

required passing through the main 

corridor, which became filled with 

suffocating smoke and superheated 

gases.  

(6) With its 12-foot ceilings, the school's 

second floor windows were 25 feet from 

the ground which made it impossible for 

someone to jump. Thus, the scenario for 

a tragedy was set. i 

 Our Lady of the Angels School was not 

required to comply with all fire safety guidelines 

due to a grandfathering clause in the 1949 

standards. Existing schools were not required to 

retrofit the safety devices that were required in 

all newly constructed schools.  

 

 

 

 After the fire was extinguished, the 

difficult task of searching for bodies left fire-

fighters in shock, overwhelmed and angry.  As 

news spread across the nation different cities 

and municipalities immediately jumped into 

action to make changes in building safety 

Reform After Tragedy 

Fire Safety 
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regulations to insure that such a fire tragedy 

would never occur again in this country.   

 With the desire for reform, a national 

news magazine released a sobering reality that 

the conditions at the Our Lady of the Angels were 

not unusual and that many of America’s schools 

had the same problems.  Shortly thereafter, the 

US Department of Education conducted a 

nationwide survey that resulted in the 

conclusion that approximately 20% of school 

facilities were a potential fire trap and another 

20% were border-line.ii 

 Within two weeks after the fire, Chicago 

and Philadelphia mandated city-wide 

inspections for code violations. In New York City, 

Edward Cavanagh, the city’s fire commissioner, 

ordered a full inspection of about 1,500 schools. 

Of these schools, eighteen were closed within a 

week after the tragedy due to serious safety 

violations; and in 1959, the Illinois General 

Assembly created a steering committee to 

review safety regulations for all schools.  The 

following year the General Assembly went a step 

further by passing the “Life Safety Code of 1960” 

which codified the safety regulations.iii   

 In spite of these great strides there were 

obstacles on the road to reform.  As important as 

the safety codes were, there was little to no 

oversight; and some school districts used the 

money given to them by the state for “life safety” 

to buy such “critical” things as baseball gloves, 

pianos and desks.   One school even used 

$44,000 in life safety money to resurface a 

running track. iv 

 This tragedy served as a turning point in 

the history of school safety regulations across 

America. It has been over fifty years since the 

fire and there has not been a single reoccurrence 

of this magnitude in any school in this country. 

The significant lessons learned that can 

revolutionize security in our schools are as 

follows: 

 Educate  
 Legislate   

 Regulate  

 Mandate 

 Collaborate 

 In the only positive outcome of the 

tragedy, sweeping changes in school fire safety 

regulations were enacted nationwide, no doubt 

saving countless lives in subsequent years.  But 

for the innocent victims of Our Lady of the 

Angels, it was too late.  

 On the fortieth anniversary of these 

devastating fires, President Woodrow Wilson 

issued the first National Fire Prevention Day 

proclamation. With such an enactment there is a 

special focus on fire prevention that mandates 

guidelines and standards for ALL facilities.  

Safety and Security is no less important.  There 

should be equal focus  for safety; and boards of 

education should mandate requirements for 

physical security equipment with the same 

degree of fervor and commitment. 

 

 

 

 Historically, America has been 

conditioned to place a greater investment where 

the return is going to be realized in a short 

period of time.  Consider the investment made in 

those to whom we have entrusted the care of 

students:  

 Take a moment to consider the salary of 

an airline pilot; or even a public transportation 

bus drive.  Compare these salaries to what we 

pay a School Bus Driver.  Of course the airline 

pilot has to have special skills to fly the aircraft.  

In each instance the bus driver and pilot are 

responsible to move passengers from point A to 

Prioritizing 
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point B; but how much more precious is the 

cargo on the School Bus?  Unfortunately, we 

place a greater value on what is received 

monetarily, right now, from the cargo than any 

future return we shall gain by protecting today’s 

cargo regardless of the cost. 

 The moment a child steps foot onto the 

school bus or into the school building, the Board 

of Education has assumed responsibility for 

his/her safety.  Therefore, school buses should 

be properly equipped with security system 

devices that virtually tie the bus to the school: 

 GPS tracking pinpoints the location of the bus 

at all times. 

 Student ID Badges with card readers on the 

bus transmits data to the Attendance office to 

confirm when/if the child boarded the bus. 

 Camera affords remote monitoring of activity 

on the bus. 

 Parent Notification system sends e-mail or 

phone messages at a pre-defined time if the 

student fails to board the bus or doesn’t 

arrive at the school. 

 

 

 

 

 Like Columbine, Newtown will be with us 

forever.  In spite of the incredible strides made 

with installing security cameras, metal detectors 

or access control devices in our schools, these 

are inanimate objects that are designed to deter 

or delay crime; or simply to use as evidence after 

a crime has occurred.  We use similar devices in 

our homes. We can watch what’s occurring in 

our home from anywhere in the world – as long 

as we have access to the internet.  If a door or 

window is opened, bells and sirens go off and 

law enforcement is dispatched immediately.  A 

fully integrated home security system is less 

than $250 to install and will cost about $20 per 

month for 24-hour monitoring.  A fully 

integrated security system for an elementary 

school with security cameras, secured access 

control on the doors and an intrusion alarm 

system will cost about $50,000.  A new high 

school can be as much as $500,000. 

 This is where the human factor is 

essential to the process.  As homeowners we 

understand the importance of investing the $20 

for someone to monitor our homes – even when 

the house is not occupied.  The initial investment 

of $250 is insignificant when we consider the 

peace of mind in knowing that someone is 

looking at a screen, listening for a ding or seeing 

flashing lights that warns of an impending 

criminal activity at the property.  This is the 

missing element at many of our Schools.  Yes, 

there are security cameras, but they are only 

used as evidence after a crime has occurred.  Yes, 

there are Burglar Alarms, but they are only 

activated when the building is empty.   Yes, there 

are special locks on all doors to limit access but 

no one is monitoring the activity of a predator 

carrying assault weapons and who are hell bent 

on getting into the building.   

 Investing in a fully equipped Command 

and Control Center (CCC) provides live 

monitoring 24-hours each day, 365 days per 

year.  The CCC is the first line of defense in the 

event of a security breach during the day or after 

hours.  The center may not stop the criminal 

activity, but within seconds, there is an 

awareness of the danger.  

 Stop for a minute to imagine the 

sophistication of today’s communication devices.  

We can send, receive, view, speak, monitor and 

manipulate activities and situations from a 

mobile phone anywhere, anytime and under any 

conditions and circumstances.  Safety and 

Physical Security 
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security is just as sophisticated and can be 

designed to answer any issue.    

 From the moment the school assumes 

responsibility for the child and each moment in 

between, modern technology has the ability to 

pinpoint the child each moment of the day; can 

run continuous background checks on 

employees and provide immediate background 

verification of parents and visitors.   A Visitor 

Management System is integrated with the 

state’s justice department database and provides 

instant verification for any or all of the following: 

 Registered Sex Offender 

 Outstanding Warrants 

 Temporary Restraining Orders 

 Felony Conviction 

 

 Even with this level of screening, the 

school must have policies, procedures and 

trained personnel to oversee the process.   

 Students, visitors and all personnel can 

be monitored in all public spaces and common 

areas of the school via IP Video cameras.  

(Currently, because of privacy regulations, 

cameras are not placed in classrooms.) Most 

cameras have special features that can be 

programmed to send special real-time signals 

when a specific set of circumstances are 

occurring.   In the case of Newtown, a video 

analytics system could have been programmed 

to identify some or all of the following criteria:  

 Guns/weapons,  

 Long-black coat,  

 Vandalism of Access Control Reader 

 Fights or loud noise at entry 

 The level of sophistication is limited only 

by the imagination, design and investment in 

technology.  Of course, the process requires a 

Central Control Monitoring Center. 

 

 

 Since Columbine and the tragedies of 

911, the Security Industry has been advocating 

the importance of the human factor when it 

comes to safety and security in all environments 

where teaching and learning occurs.  This is not 

just a public school issue.  Newtown could have 

just as easily occurred at a Charter School, 

Private School, Day Care Center or After-school 

Program.  As a society we know where the 

problem “could” occur, but we continue to 

gamble on the odds that it will not occur at “my 

school.”   

 Study the demographics and statistics to 

see where criminal activity is occurring.  We 

can’t paint a picture or predict where the next 

Columbine or Newtown might occur; but we 

have the ability to provide statistics on criminal 

activity by Zip Code.  Data can be acquired from 

Police Precincts to determine the likelihood that 

your school might become a victim.  Assuming 

that criminal activity will not occur in “affluent” 

neighborhoods comes from the same way of 

thinking as a staff member opening the door to a 

well-dressed stranger.   Risks are everywhere! 

From a criminal’s perspective, the net gain of a 

theft from an affluent area far outweighs that of 

one that is less affluent; and the net loss to the 

criminal is the same.  The time served from 

stealing from WalMart is the same as from 

Neiman Marcus. 

 Just about everything needed to secure a 

facility is already in place.  If the school has 

internet connectivity and a few cameras it can be 

remotely monitored.  GEMA (Georgia Emergency 

Management Agency) has policies, practices and 

procedures in place for training personnel and 

can assist with the design and guidelines for a 

customized risk assessment.  However, this is of 

no consequence if there is no buy-in to the 

Trends 
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process.  Consider for a moment that the degree 

by which the security system works is a learned 

behavior.  In other words policies, procedures, 

means and methods must be embraced by the 

entire staff, the parents and the community.  

School personnel must become fully aware and 

sensitive to safety regulations, and there must be 

consequences for failure to comply.    A single 

selfish act where a door is propped open with a 

chair to “run out to the parking lot to get 

something from my car” should be grounds for 

termination.   

 The Department of Homeland Security 

has provided grants for Departments of Public 

Safety in major cities, i. e. Atlanta, New York, 

Chicago and Dallas that integrates the 911 

Systems into its IP Video Management System.  

This system has the ability to provide monitoring 

of schools and other facilities by the Police 

Department.  The department has the ability to 

see real-time activity and can dispatch an officer 

while the criminal activity is in process.  The 

officer is able to witness the same activity from 

the squad car in route to the school.  The 911 

Center also has the capability to witness and 

record a robbery in progress, zoom the camera 

lens for a full-face view of the perpetrator and 

communicate details to the Police Officer.  Audio 

is also available. 

 Great strides have been made with safety 

and security; but of course, these sophisticated 

solutions require an investment of time, 

personnel and financial resources.  For many 

schools the process can be as simple as 

understanding what’s already in the building by 

evaluating the IT infrastructure and current 

security equipment.    

 A thorough assessment is designed to 

determine what you have as well as what you 

need.  Adding hardware (cameras and card 

readers) is not necessarily the answer.  You must 

look at the areas of risks and vulnerabilities in 

the school building, the grounds and a one-mile 

radius of the school.  Survey conditions early in 

the morning, mid afternoon and after hours.  By 

doing so, you have a better understanding of 

how to “design-out” crime.    

 Security system installation is not a 

short-term, one-time investment.  Instead there 

are costs associated with equipment 

maintenance and monitoring; software 

upgrades; infrastructure and bandwidth 

considerations and hardware replacement.  

More importantly you must be cognizant of the 

fact that the laws in each state that regulate 

cameras in school are not the same.  There are 

minimum video footage storage requirements 

along with the design and place for where 

cameras can be installed.  The most critical 

regulation places the onus on the school if an 

inoperable camera is installed when a crime 

occurs.  The law states that there is a reasonable 

assumption that the camera is working and there 

should be video footage to be available to be 

used as evidence.  

 With buy-in and a commitment from the 

board, the school can seek grant funding through 

the Department of Homeland Security, 

Department of Education, Department of Justice 

or other sources that fund safety and security for 

education.   To further add to the funding pool, 

we have hopes that the FCC (Federal 

Communication Commission) will broaden their 

scope and add IP Video to the current E-Rate 

funding for Technology Communication for K-12 

Schools and Public Libraries.  
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:  

 Crime Prevention Through 

Environmental Design, CPTED, is an initiative 

created by law enforcement personnel to design 

safe school buildings.  It is based on the premise 

that "The proper design and effective use of the 

built environment can lead to a reduction in the 

fear of crime and incidence of crime, and to an 

improvement in quality of life."  

  

CPTED training strategies are ideal for Law 

Enforcement Officers, City Planners, City 

Managers, City Council Members, Architects, 

Security Consultants, Educators or anyone 

involved in designing neighborhoods, schools, 

downtowns, buildings, or revitalization efforts. It 

is an effective way of fighting crime and 

promoting collaboration among local agencies. 

CPTED Training is available through the NICP.v 

Courses are offered in Basic CPTED, Advanced 

CPTED, CPTED in Schools, and CPTED in 

Hospitals.   

 Cities and Counties throughout the 

country are adopting CPTED ordinances 

requiring site plan reviews with crime 

prevention in mind. Law enforcement officers 

who are specially trained in CPTED are now 

working closely with Planners, Architects, City 

Officials, and Educators to ensure the proper 

design of structures, schools, and neighborhoods. 

Participants learn how the design and use of the 

environment can control human/criminal 

behavior and reduce the fear of crime. They also 

learn crime prevention through natural means, 

i.e., how natural access control and natural 

surveillance decrease the opportunity for crime; 

and the different aspects of lighting and its 

effects on human behavior.  At the conclusion of 

the class the participants work together to 

provide a group presentation on how to design a 

new facility or to enhance an existing building by 

using the CPTED strategies. 

 

 

 

 

 

All information contained herein is the intellectual 

property of ConTech Design Group, Inc. and should not 

be reproduced or distributed without the written 

authorization of said company.  The ultimate purpose 

and goal is to heighten the awareness of Safety and 

Security issues and the state thereof in our society. It is 

not intended to promote a specific organization, entity, 

agency or concept.  The statements are based on 

research, experience and observations.  

 

 

 

Edna Hartwell, President  
ConTech Design Group, Inc. 

2002 Summit Boulevard 

Suite #300 

Atlanta, Georgia  30319 
P.404.248.9522 

F.404.248.9352 

 

                                                 
i
 Based on the book "To Sleep With The Angels"   by David 

Cowan and John Kuenster  
ii Hoy, “Stunned With Sorrow,” 
iii Babcock and Wilson, “The Chicago School Fire,” 
iv
 Ibid 

v
 National Institute for Crime Prevention, Art Hushen, 

President 
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Our services are utilized in those environments 
where the client is upgrading or moving to a 
fully integrated IP Video system; and has 
multiple buildings either in a campus 
environment or where connectivity is required 
throughout the state or across the country.   
Our planning and design includes a detailed 
assessment of the network infrastructure and 
physical security equipment; a budget/cost 
estimate with a minimum of three comparative 
analyses of manufacturers; and an 
implementation and phasing plan.  The 
conceptual design can be provided in 
conjunction with the requirements for Security 
or as a separate entity. 

 Site Evaluation 
 Feasibility Study 
 Risk & Vulnerability Assessment 
 Security Master Plan 
 Preparedness Planning 
 Training 
 IP Video Integration 
 Command & Control Center Design 
 Virtual CIO 

 

 
 

 

 

SECURITY PLANNING CONSULTANT 
 
Before America’s ill-fated tragedy of 9-11, 

ConTech was designing, installing and 
implementing security methodologies to protect 
people, facilities and assets.   Because of the depth 
of our experience in IT System Engineering and 
Integration, and understanding of security, we 
have been able to seamlessly bridge the gap 
between logical and physical security.  
 

In today’s world of criminal activity and security 
threats to the environment, we understand that 
there is no simple solution to life-safety.  However, 
experience has taught us that the seamless 
integration of physical security with the client’s 
network is an effective and realistic start. When the 
use of technology overlay the enforcement of 
policies, processes, and procedures the solution 
becomes imminent and easily enforced. 
 

We then demonstrate to our clients that the 
installation of physical security hardware should 
not be seen as a catch-all for getting rid of criminal 
activity.  In reality, cameras and other devices are a 
small component used to deter crime, and a means 
for prosecuting criminals should an act occur.  

 
TECHNOLOGY 

 
One of the greatest strengths of an organization is 

its ability to harness the power of information; or 
archive critical data and video for future use.   How 
it stores, collects, and analyzes the data is essential 
to everyday business efficiency and productivity.  
Our goal is to work with our clients to evaluate, 
modify, test and/or create processes and 
methodologies that will allow the use of the data to 
its optimum advantage.  In some instances this 
might call for the ConTech Team to modify or 
upgrade an existing software application, 
reconfigure or enhance means of delivery; or the 
situation might necessitate the review and 
evaluation that moves the users to an entirely new 
system.   
  
 
 

 



 

 

Soon to celebrate our 16th anniversary of service to 
schools, ConTech Design Group, Inc. a woman-owned 
small business provides IP Security Integration, 
Technology Support and Telecommunication 
Management. We focus on the efficiencies of our client’s 
physical facility; the measurable performance of people 
and processes, the scalability and functionality of the 
network, and the optimization and convergence of logical 
and physical security. 

 
The measure of our success has been evident in our high 
quality performance.  We have developed and maintained 
long-term relationships with our clients that include 
numerous Boards of Education, Universities, Local and 
Federal Agencies, Law Enforcement Organizations, and 
Corporate America.  We are currently certified by WBENC 
as a woman-owned small business; and SBA as an 8(A), 
Woman-Owned and Disadvantaged Small Business.   
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What We’ve Done 

 
  

 

Who We Are 

 DUNS #:  869170043 
 Cage Code: 0YK71 
 SBA Case #: 302332 

 

 

 IP Video Integration – 6,000+ Cameras 
 Access Control Design & Installation – 1500 Readers 
 ID Badges & Credentials – 10,000 + 
 LAN/WAN Integration 100+ Buildings 
 Time-Attendance Readers - 200+ Locations 
 Facility Risk Management Assessments – 100+ 
 Emergency Preparedness Plans – 56 Facilities 
 Intrusion Alarm Commissioning – 78 Facilities 
 IT/Security Construction Management $1.5 Billions 
 As-Builts  Drawings & Documentation – 200+ Schools  
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