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Understanding the Importance of
Fire Extinguisher Knowledge

Fires can erupt unexpectedly in homes, offices, or public
spaces, turning a routine moment into a life-threatening
emergency. Knowing how to use a fire extinguisher
correctly is a critical skill that can prevent small fires from
becoming catastrophic. While many people have seen a fire
extinguisher mounted on a wall, far fewer have actually
practiced the steps needed to operate one effectively. This
article provides a comprehensive guide on fire extinguisher
operation, covering everything from identifying the right
type of extinguisher to executing the proper technique. By
the end, you will have the confidence to act swiftly and
safely in the event of a fire.

The PASS Technique: A Step-by-
Step Method

The most widely recommended method for using a standard
fire extinguisher is the PASS technique. PASS stands for

Pull, Aim, Squeeze, and Sweep. Mastering this sequence is
fundamental to effective fire extinguisher use. Let's break
down each step in detail.

Step 1: Pull the Pin

The first action is to pull the pin located at the top of the
extinguisher. This pin is a safety lock that prevents
accidental discharge. To pull it, simply twist or break the
plastic seal (if present) and then yank the pin straight out.
If the pin is stubborn, use a firm, steady pull. Once the pin
is removed, the handle becomes operational. Remember to
keep the nozzle pointed away from yourself and others
during this step.

Step 2: Aim at the Base of the Fire

Proper aim is crucial. Aim the nozzle or hose at the base
of the fire, not at the flames. Many beginners instinctively
aim at the visible flames, but the fuel source at the bottom
is what sustains the fire. By directing the extinguishing
agent at the base, you cut off the fire's supply of fuel and
oxygen. Stand approximately 6 to 8 feet from the fire, as

Downloaded from tracker.dreammachineusa.org by Houston & Riddle « Wisdom is the reward for listening. * Page 1



indicated on the extinguisher's label, and keep a clear
escape path behind you.

Step 3: Squeeze the Handle

Squeeze the handle gently but firmly to release the
extinguishing agent. In most extinguishers, this is a lever-
style handle that you press with your hand. If the handle
has a separate safety lever, ensure it is fully depressed.
Expect some resistance. Release the handle to stop the flow
if needed, but for continuous discharge, maintain steady
pressure. Practice squeezing in a controlled manner so you
don't waste agent.

Step 4: Sweep from Side to Side

With the extinguisher discharging, sweep the nozzle from
side to side in a slow, controlled motion. Start at the
nearest edge of the fire and work your way across the base.
Keep the nozzle aimed at the base throughout the sweep.
Continue until the fire appears completely extinguished. If
the fire reignites, repeat the process. After the flames are
out, back away slowly while watching for any signs of
rekindling.

Choosing the Right Fire
Extinguisher for the Situation

Not all fire extinguishers are designed for every type of fire.

Using the wrong extinguisher can be ineffective or even
dangerous. Understanding the classes of fire and the
corresponding extinguisher types is essential for safe
operation.

Class A Fires: Ordinary Combustibles

Class A fires involve materials like wood, paper, cloth, and
plastics. For these, use a water-based extinguisher or a
multipurpose dry chemical extinguisher rated for Class A.
Never use water on a grease or electrical fire.

Class B Fires: Flammable Liquids

Class B fires are fueled by gasoline, oil, paint, solvents, or
grease. A dry chemical or CO:2 extinguisher is
appropriate. Foam extinguishers also work. Avoid water, as
it can spread the liquid fuel.

Class C Fires: Electrical Equipment

Fires involving energized electrical equipment—such as
appliances, wiring, or circuit breakers—require a non-
conductive extinguishing agent. CO: and dry chemical
extinguishers are safe choices. Never use water, as it
conducts electricity and can cause shock.

Class D Fires: Combustible Metals

These fires involve metals like magnesium, titanium, or
sodium. They are rare in everyday settings but common in
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industrial labs. Use a specialized Class D extinguisher
with a dry powder agent. Do not attempt to use water or
standard extinguishers.

Class K Fires: Cooking Oils and Fats

Commercial kitchens often face Class K fires from deep
fryers. A wet chemical extinguisher is designed for these
situations. Home kitchens may use a multipurpose
extinguisher, but for heavy grease fires, a Class K unit is
best.

Practical Preparation Before an
Emergency

Knowing how to use a fire extinguisher is only half the
battle. Proper preparation can make the difference between
effective action and panic. Here are steps you can take now
to ensure readiness.

Inspect Your Extinguisher Regularly

Check your fire extinguisher monthly. Look for signs of
damage, rust, or corrosion. Ensure the pressure gauge is in
the green zone. If the needle is in the red, the extinguisher
may need recharging or replacement. Also confirm that the
pin is intact and the nozzle is clear.

Acquire the Correct Extinguisher for Your
Space

For a home kitchen, a multipurpose dry chemical
extinguisher rated 2-A:10-B:C is a good choice. For
garages or workshops, consider a larger unit. Place
extinguishers in easily accessible locations, such as near
exits, hallways, or the kitchen, but not too close to potential
fire sources.

Practice the PASS Technique Without Fire

Many fire departments offer hands-on training.
Alternatively, you can simulate the steps using an empty
extinguisher. Practice pulling the pin (with supervision),
aiming, squeezing, and sweeping. Muscle memory can save
precious seconds during a real emergency.

Safety Guidelines When Using a
Fire Extinguisher

Even with proper technique, safety must be the top priority.
The following rules will help you make sound decisions
when a fire occurs.

Know When to Fight and When to Flee

Only attempt to use a fire extinguisher if the fire is small,
contained, and not spreading rapidly. Additionally,

Downloaded from tracker.dreammachineusa.org by Houston & Riddle ¢« Wisdom is the reward for listening. ¢ Page 3



ensure you have a clear escape route behind you and that
the extinguisher is the correct type for the fire. If the fire
has grown large, is blocking your exit, or if you are not
confident in using the extinguisher, evacuate immediately
and call 911.

Maintain a Safe Distance

Stand at the recommended distance (usually 6-8 feet) as
indicated on the extinguisher label. If the flames grow or
shift direction, back away. Never turn your back on the fire,
even after you think it's out.

Check the Extinguisher's Pressure Before Use

In the moment, glance at the pressure gauge to ensure it's
still in the operable range. If the gauge reads empty or low,
do not rely on it. Evacuate instead.

Use the Buddy System When Possible

If another person is present, have them call emergency
services while you attempt to extinguish the fire. They can
also serve as a lookout for changing conditions. Never have
everyone fight the fire—always ensure someone is ready to
assist if needed.

Common Mistakes to Avoid

Even knowledgeable people can make errors under stress.

Being aware of these common pitfalls improves your
chances of success.

e Aiming at the flames instead of the base of the fire.

e Forgetting to pull the pin before squeezing the
handle—this prevents discharge.

e Standing too close or too far away, wasting agent or
risking injury.

¢ Using the wrong extinguisher type, such as water
on a grease fire, which can cause an explosion.

e Stopping too early—ensure the fire is completely out
and watch for rekindling.

¢ Neglecting to maintain a clear escape path
behind you.

After Using a Fire Extinguisher

Once the fire is out, your responsibilities aren't over.
Proper follow-up is critical for safety and compliance.

Monitor for Re-ignition

Stay near the area for several minutes, watching for smoke
or flames. If the fire reignites, repeat the extinguishing
process or evacuate if it grows. Keep the extinguisher
nearby in case you need it again.

Ventilate the Area

Many extinguishing agents leave chemical residue that can
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cause respiratory irritation. Open windows and doors if
possible. Avoid breathing the powder or gas directly. If you
feel unwell, seek fresh air and medical attention.

Dispose of or Recharge the Extinguisher

Used extinguishers must be recharged or replaced as soon
as possible. Do not simply put it back on the wall—partial
discharge means it won't work fully next time. Contact a
certified fire equipment company for refilling or recycling.

Report and Document

If the fire occurred in a workplace, notify your safety officer
or supervisor. In a home, inform your insurance provider if
needed. Document the incident for records.

Special Considerations for Different
Environments

Fire extinguisher usage can vary based on setting. Let's
explore a few specific contexts.

Home Kitchens

Kitchen fires are common from cooking oil. Keep a small
extinguisher in an easily accessible spot, but not directly
above the stove. A fire blanket can also be a effective
alternative. Never use water on a grease fire.

Office Buildings

Workplaces often have multiple extinguishers placed near
exits. Familiarize yourself with their locations. If you are
designated as a fire warden, receive formal training. In an
office, evacuating is often the first priority unless the fire is
very small and you are trained.

Garages and Workshops

These spaces may contain flammable liquids, solvents, and
electrical tools. A multipurpose extinguisher rated for Class
A, B, and C is recommended. Keep it mounted on the wall
near the door. Do not store it near chemicals where it might
corrode.

Vehicles

Some vehicles come with a small extinguisher, or you can
purchase one. In case of an engine fire, pull over, turn off
the engine, and evacuate. Only attempt to extinguish if the
fire is minor and you have a safe way to open the hood from
a distance. Be cautious: hood fires can erupt quickly.

Conclusion

Knowing how to use a fire extinguisher is a valuable life
skill that can protect property and save lives. By mastering
the PASS technique—Pull, Aim, Squeeze, Sweep—you can
respond effectively to small fires. Always select the correct
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extinguisher for the fire class, inspect your equipment knowledge from this guide, you are now better equipped to
regularly, and prioritize personal safety over heroics. act decisively and safely. Practice these steps, share them
Remember, the decision to fight a fire hinges on its size, with your family or coworkers, and never underestimate the
your training, and your access to a clear exit. With the importance of fire readiness.



