A Time Bomb In Our Schools?

When we send our children off to school, we trust that the
teachers and administrators responsible for them will do
everything reasonably possible to keep them safe. For that
reason, school design and construction is one of the most highly
regulated niches in the construction industry.

In addition to requiring schools to comply with the
same building codes as any other building, many states
have enacted a spectrum of regulations specifically
applicable to schools, ranging from a few specific
provisions to whole new school building codes. Over
the years, however, ignorance and misapplication
of the interrelated provisions regarding fire safety
and impact resistance in window and vision panel
applications have allowed a serious danger to hide in
plain sight and its name is “wired glass”.

We've all seen wired glass. It’s that institutional-
looking product with a diamond or square-shaped grid
of wire embedded in the glass. Many, many years ago,
wired glass was commonly used in certain doors or
windows to comply with fire safety provisions, which
require doors or windows that communicate between
specific fire separation areas to be “fire-rated”, meaning
they have to resist or retard the spread of smoke or
flame for a specific period of time. The sole purpose
of the wire was to hold the glass shards together when
the heat of a fire broke the glass. Keeping the broken
shards from falling to the ground helped slow or stop
the spread of smoke and flame from one specific
area of a building to another. In the 1960s and early
70s, wired glass was the only glass product that was
fire-rated. If a designer wanted glass in a fire-rated
application, they had to specify wired glass.

Fire safety is not the only concern in specifying glass
products in a building design, however. An equally
important goal, especially in a building designed to
be used by children, is impact resistance. Contrary

to popular belief, wired glass is only about half as
strong as ordinary window glass. The appearance of
the wire in the glass, however, gives the impression to
the uninitiated that the glass is a safety or a security
glass. In reality, wired glass is not a safety glass at all
and actually breaks with much less force than it takes
to break ordinary glass, not to mention laminated or
tempered glass, which are many, many times more
impact-resistant than wired glass.

The dirty secret of wired glass is that when it
does break, it causes horrific injuries. The wire in the
glass grabs onto human flesh like teeth or the barb
on a fishing hook, causing severe damage to muscles,
ligaments, tendons, nerves and blood vessels when
a victim attempts to remove his limb. Thus, wired
glass in a door’s vision panel will break with only half
the force that ordinary glass (non “safety glass”) can
withstand but cause injuries exponentially worse.

Thirty-five years ago, the Consumer Product
Safety Commission (CPSC) drafted federal safety
glazing standards which contained common sense
impact resistance requirements. Foreign wired glass
manufacturers however, lobbied for an exception
from impact resistance standards for wired glass
used in fire-rated doors. The CPSC granted a 2-1/2
year temporary exemption for wired glass to allow
manufacturers to develop a fire-rated product that
would meet impact standards. Instead of improving
their product, the manufacturers sued the CPSC and
asked a federal court to strike down the new impact
standards. The court declined but found that the 2-1/2



year exemption period for wired glass was arbitrary and
invited the CPSC to reconsider the issue and support
any wired glass exemption period with appropriate
evidence. Instead, the CPSC abandoned any effort to
regulate fire-rated wired glass and simply eliminated
the termination date for the wired glass exemption,
effectively rendering it permanent.

Thus exempted from federal regulation for impact
safety, regulation of wired glass in fire doors in impact-
prone locations was left to local building codes, many of
which merely accepted a voluntary consensus standard,
drafted in large part by the wired glass industry. That
standard, rejected by the CPSC, requires fire-rated
glass to withstand only the force generated by a child
under five. Some of the wired glass sold in the U.S.
market cannot even pass that test. Compounding
the problem, many building professionals failed to
understand or forgot over time that the exemption
from the federal impact-safety standard for wired glass
is actually very narrow. It applies only to wired glass:
1) in doors, 2) that are used to slow the passage of fire,
and, 3) where the use of wired glass in that specific
location is required by federal, state, or local law. Only
if all three criteria are met can a piece of wired glass
escape the impact safety requirements of the federal
standard. Much of the wired glass installed in schools
before 2003 (and other buildings before 2006) fails to
satisfy these criteria.

The irony is that more suitable, much safer
alternative products already existed by the 1970s and
1980s. Building designers continued to specify wired
glass, however, continuing to do what they had always
done or mistakenly specifying it in non-fire-rated
applications. In 2003, the International Building Code
(IBC) was finally amended to bar traditional wired
glass in doors and other potential impact areas in new
schools and daycare centers. The 2003 edition of the
code also effectively required impact-resistant glazing
in any gymnasium or other athletic facility, whether or
not the gym is in a school. In 2006, the IBC extended
the ban on traditional wired glass to all impact-prone
locations in any new building.

That still leaves miles and miles of wired glass in
schools built before 2003. As many school districts
have learned the hard way, though, traditional wired
glass is never appropriate in areas where children could
come into contact with it, regardless of what a building
code says. The fact that wired glass is “allowed” in an
existing building because the code does not require its
removal is not a defense to a negligence lawsuit. That
is so because building codes are not cookbooks. They

are an attempt to provide a broad, generally applicable
reconciliation of sometimes conflicting standards and
goals applicable to designing and building useful,
aesthetically pleasing and safe buildings. Compliance
with a building code does not mean a building is safe.
Rather, it is the architect’s and builder’s job to use
applicable codes as a tool, along with experience,
specialized training and common sense, to design
and build a facility that is “safe,” as defined by the
specific project.

Any property owner is required to act with
reasonable care to protect others from foreseeable
dangers while using its property. In deciding what a
reasonably careful school district should or should not
do, the law will charge the school district’s employees
with knowledge of the dangers of wired glass even if
they are unaware of those dangers. That is so because a
property owner must act reasonably in light of what it
knew or should have known. It is virtually impossible
today to plausibly claim ignorance of the dangers of
wired glass in impact areas in light of the information
available on the internet, in trade publications, and
other sources, not to mention the number of injuries
and six and seven figure verdicts and settlements that
have resulted from those injuries.

School administrators and facilities management
employees must educate themselves about the dangers
of wired glass. A risk-and-code-compliance assessment
performed by a qualified professional can then help
them plan corrective measures. When an add-on
product like an approved safety film, which costs a
couple hundred dollars or less, can defuse the time
bomb by making a wired glass window appropriately
impact resistant, what possible explanation could there
be for letting the bomb continue to tick?

Kenneth T. Lumb is a trial lawyer at Corboy &
Demetrio in Chicago, Illinois. He has represented
numerous victims of wired glass, including the family
of a 20 year-old college student who died after falling
out of a wired glass hallway window and a young
man whose hand and arm were mutilated when they
went through a wired glass vision panel in a school
gymnasium door. Ken can be reached at 312-346-3191
or ktl@corboydemetrio.com.
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