
Emergency  Preparedness  for
Childcare: Fire, Weather, and
Lockdown  Drills  That  Work
Meeting Kit

WHAT’S AT STAKE
Emergencies in childcare are rare, but when they happen, there is
no time to improvise. Children may panic, freeze, cry, or run in
unpredictable  directions,  and  they  do  not  understand  alarms,
weather warnings, or sudden changes in routine. In those moments,
the adults in the room become the plan. Emergency preparedness is
about building muscle memory so staff can act quickly and calmly
when seconds matter. Whether the situation involves fire, severe
weather, or a lockdown, the biggest risks are confusion, delay,
and losing accountability for children.

WHAT’S THE DANGER
When emergency drills aren’t practiced properly, problems show up
quickly. Most failures don’t come from lack of care; they come
from uncertainty.

Hesitation and Delay

When staff are unsure what to do, valuable seconds are lost. The
U.S.  Fire  Administration  reports  that  evacuation  delays
significantly increase injury risk, especially in buildings with
limited exits or when young children need help moving quickly.

Conflicting Instructions

If roles are unclear, children may receive different directions at
the same time. One staff member may tell them to line up while
another tells them to stay where they are. That confusion slows
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response and increases fear.

Missing or Miscounted Children

The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention identifies
accountability failures, such as missed headcounts, as a major
factor in injuries during evacuations and emergency movement.

Unfamiliar Procedures

Without regular practice, staff hesitate or wait for confirmation
before  acting.  Canadian  childcare  incident  reviews  repeatedly
identify unclear responsibilities and inconsistent drill execution
as common factors in serious incidents.

HOW TO PROTECT YOURSELF
Emergency preparedness in childcare is about preparation, clarity,
and calm leadership. When drills are intentional and practiced
regularly,  staff  can  respond  quickly  without  confusion,  and
children feel safer because adults stay in control.

Make Roles Clear Before an Emergency Happens

Every staff member must know exactly what they are responsible for
during a drill or real emergency. When responsibilities are clear,
staff act immediately instead of stopping to decide who should do
what.

One person leads children to the exit or shelter area
One checks bathrooms, closets, and quiet spaces
One carries attendance records or emergency information
One  performs  headcounts  and  confirms  all  children  are
accounted for
One communicates with leadership or emergency responders

Build Confidence Through Consistent Practice

Children respond best to predictable instructions. The same
alarm sounds, verbal commands, and movement patterns should
be used every time, so children know exactly what to do.



Changing signals or instructions during drills can create
hesitation and fear.
Drills should reflect real situations without frightening
children. Practicing different exits, shelter areas, and
lockdown procedures helps staff adapt if conditions change
during an actual emergency.
Repeated drills build confidence and faster reaction times.
Reviewing drills afterward helps staff identify what worked
well and what needs improvement.

Know the Key Actions for Major Emergencies

Different emergencies require different responses, but the goal is
always  the  same:  protect  children  quickly  and  maintain
accountability.

Fire  drills:  Evacuate  immediately,  use  primary  and  alternate
exits, and perform headcounts at the exit and meeting point.

Severe weather drills: Move to interior shelter areas away from
windows and bring attendance records and emergency supplies.

Lockdown drills: Secure doors, reduce visibility, keep children
quiet and calm, and maintain supervision without movement.

FINAL WORD
Emergencies do not announce themselves. Preparedness turns chaos
into coordination. Drills that are practiced, reviewed, and taken
seriously protect children and staff when it matters most.

 

 


