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Codes Weigh Security and 
Fire-safety for Classroom 
Doors
By Julie Ruth 

S ince their inception, the national 
building codes have focused on 
keeping occupants from being 

trapped in a burning building. They 
require that doors swing in the direc-
tion of egress and be openable from 
the inside without the use of “keys, 
tools or special knowledge.” These 
requirements are based upon tragedies 
in which building occupants were 
trapped because the force of occupants 
against inswinging doors was too great 
to open them, or the doors were locked 
from the outside.

At the same time, it has been 
permissible to lock the doors from 
the interior side. This has given 
homeowners additional peace of mind 
in protecting their home and family, 
and allowed shopkeepers to protect 
their wares. But, even in these cases, 
the possibility of trapping occupants 
in a space or building must be avoided. 
These doors must be unlockable from 
the inside without the use of “keys, 
tools or special knowledge,” as stated 
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earlier. Most commonly, locks with 
thumb turns, or panic bars, are used to 
satisfy this requirement.

In recent years, scenarios have 
occurred in educational buildings 
that have, in some cases, caused local 
school boards to revisit the security 
of their educational buildings. Due to 
extremely unfortunate tragedies, some 
school boards attempted to increase 
the security of their classrooms by 
purchasing and adding mechanisms to 
an existing door installation to prevent 
entrance by an intruder. Unfortunately, 
in some cases, these mechanisms also 
entrapped the occupants of the room 
or space, or had the potential of hin-
dering rescue operations by police and 
fire fighters.  

Clarifying criteria
The 2018 International Building Code 
will include language that provides 
guidance on security systems for class-
rooms, should a school district choose 
to put them in place. The new provi-

Summary: In response to 
tragedies at educational build-
ings in recent years, some local 
school boards have revisited 
the security of their educational 
buildings. Some school boards 
have attempted to increase the 
security of their classrooms by 
adding mechanisms to an exist-
ing door installation to prevent 
entrance by an intruder. The 
2018 International Building Code 
includes language that provides 
guidance on security systems for 
classrooms to ensure security 
and safe egress.

sions simply provide guidance as to 
what other criteria of the IBC must be 
met by these systems, if they are to be 
employed. The criteria will be:

1. The doors must be unlock-
able from within the classroom 
without the use of a key or special 
knowledge. This will allow those 



22    Glass Magazine®  •  August 2017

within the classroom to leave the 
space, if and when conditions war-
rant them doing so.

2. The doors must be unlockable 
from outside the classroom with a 
key or other approved means. This 
would allow other, authorized 
personnel to have access to the 
classroom. For example, school 
administrators would be able to 
provide access to the classroom to 
first responders. 

3. No modifications are made to 
existing listed panic hardware, fire 
door hardware or door closers. It 
is important that the fire-safety 
provisions of the doors be main-
tained.

4. All modifications made to exist-
ing fire door assemblies are in 
accordance with NFPA 80, which 
provides the requirements for the 
installation and maintenance of 
fire-rated doors.

These provisions do not actually 
add any new requirements to the IBC. 
It is important to note that the provi-
sions do not require a security system, 
or a method for preventing intruders 
from entering a classroom. They also 
do not attempt to address the man-
ner of which unwanted intruders are 
to be prevented from entering the 
classroom. It is up to the local school 
district to determine if they wish to use 
them and, if so, the means that are to 
be used.
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