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BY  J E S S E  QU INALTY

W hiLe reSponding To The SawTooTh 
 wildland Fires, a series of wildfires that occurred 
in California’s San Bernardino County in the 

summer of 2006, my engine crew and i became trapped inside 
a garage in a burnover. at the time, i was a captain with the 
Twentynine palms Fire department near Joshua Tree, Califor-
nia. while we were setting up to do structure protection on 
two homes, a 50-foot-high flame front approached, and we 
had to retreat into one of the garages. after a few harrowing 
moments where the fire began to ignite the garage, the main 
fire front passed, and we exited the structure by crawling out 
a side window.

after the incident, i thought about the incident’s human fac-
tors and how they affect our performance at various emergen-
cy incidents. as i started to learn more about human factors 
regarding things like crew resource management, the Swiss 
Cheese Theory, and the abilene paradox, i came up with the 
“Six Ts” of fire service learning, which follow. They show 
how we can try to change the way we train to prepare for the 
worst and how it affects us later in our careers. 

TRAINING
You learn most of your job duties during the first “T”: 

training. These duties include new information and going 
from simple to complex situations and from the known to the 
unknown. This T affects us the most at emergency incidents. 
i began to understand this more as i became a captain and, 
later, the training officer. if you are supposed to “Train as if 
your life depends on it, because it does,” then why don’t you 
train this way? do your department members wear less per-
sonal protective equipment during training than they would 

during actual emergencies? do they breathe air from self-con-
tained breathing apparatus (SCBa) during search drills, or do 
they just simulate this? do your firefighters wear work gloves 
instead of structure gloves during ladder drills? 

when i became a captain, i told my crew that we were go-
ing to do a ladder drill, and to get prepared. when i walked 
into the apparatus bay to load up on the engine, i discovered 
that my crew had removed the ladders from the rig and took 
them out onto the back ramp. i walked around behind the 
station and asked them what they were doing; they looked 
at me as if i was crazy and said they were going to do ladder 
training. i said, “put the ladder back on the engine.” Unfortu-
nately, one of the firefighters responded, “oh, we are pencil 
whipping it.” i replied, “no, we are going down to the grocery 
store to throw ladders down there. i don’t need to see the roof 
of the fire station.” although the crew moaned when i told 
them that we were training, their reason was that it was in the 
same location where ladder training had always been done. 

everyone knows where the ladder training is done at their 
department. at this spot, there is no rain gutter to damage, 
the ground is relatively flat, and there is plenty of room. i 
can go to most fire departments in the country and figure 
out where ladder training takes place and find a divot in the 
concrete from where the ladder spurs were placed during 
the operation.

This was the beginning of what i call the “training in the streets” 
program, which i implemented when i became the department 
training officer. we contacted many local businesses as well as real 
estate agents regarding residential properties and devised a list of 
locations in the district where we could train. This list also included 
the type of training we could conduct and when we could conduct 
it. we had the department attorney draw up and approve an agree-
ment; considering the minor damage that we incurred occasion-
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ally, it was still more cost effective than a training tower. Some of 
the real estate agents found us buildings where we could conduct 
forcible entry, rapid intervention tactics with breaching, and wet 
hose drills. This also led the department to conduct some extensive 
drills in a two-story mini-storage facility; a vacant big box building; 
and, eventually, live burn training in a four-unit motel. 

TESTING
The fire service testing processes that you go through only 

reinforce the training fallacy of “Train as if your life depends 
on it, because it does.” regarding basic probationary firefighter 
skills tests, most fire departments do some type of testing on the 
SCBa. Many departments with which i have interacted expect a 
firefighter to be able to don his SCBa in a time frame of roughly 
60 seconds. The training starts with the SCBa on the ground in 
front of the firefighter. he then throws it over his head or puts it 
on like a coat. do you have jump seats on the apparatus? does 
your ground ladder test start out the same way—with a ladder on 
the ground? 

This becomes even more prevalent in promotional testing for 
engineers, captains, and battalion chiefs. have you ever seen an 
engineer’s exam with unrealistic pump calculations or simulated 
hose lengths? Many fire departments use a fire simulator for 
the captain or battalion chief exam. have you heard people say 
you need to “do it this way” for a test even though you wouldn’t 
perform it the same way during a similar situation in the real 
world? The differences between the test and the real world are 
now such that when i teach tactics and strategy in classes, i often 
discuss how they would be handled for a test and in the real 
world separately. 

TEACHING
You learn and retain much more in the fire service when 

you teach it. Many fire departments require their probationary 
firefighters to give classes or teach mini-drills on equipment 
and select topics. why will these new firefighters learn more by 
presenting this short training session than they would if they 
sat in a class? The first reason is motivation, which drives most 
of the learning that we do.

This learning is broken down into three domains: cogni-
tive learning, psychomotor skills, and the affective learning 

domain. Cognitive learning comes from training classes, read-
ing, and formal discussions (or “stories” in fire service speak). 
This becomes what is known or perceived to be known, and 
this later influences your actions. 

The psychomotor domain refers to taking that knowledge 
and applying it to movement or manipulative skills. The affec-
tive learning domain is based on how you feel or your attitude 
toward the subject. This often leads to firefighters not wearing 
their masks on a roof during ventilation or their gloves during 
training drills; it is a reflection of their attitude. 

a probationary firefighter is more motivated to learn when 
teaching because he does not want to be wrong or “called 
out.” This causes him to study the material longer and to be 
better able to regurgitate it. he is also going to learn more by 
presenting the material rather than reading or listening to a 
lecture on the subject (Figure 1). Unfortunately, this leads to 
the probationary firefighter’s being able to tell you what the 
spark plug gap is on the chain saw—and a bunch of other 
trivial facts—but, in reality, he can’t adjust the spark plug gap 
or keep the saw from flooding during a fire. again, this repre-
sents the good and the bad of training in the fire service. and 
it continues in all aspects of your career. 

Those who teach paramedic training are often better para-
medics. individuals who teach at the local fire academy are 
more likely to be able to recall firefighter information. i teach 
company officer and training instructor classes, so i should 
be a better captain and a better instructor. if nothing else, 
i should know the material because, like that probationary 
firefighter, i don’t want to be called out.

TRADITION
The next three Ts represent how we react to events and con-

ditions. a tradition is a ritual, belief, or behavior passed down 
within a society. it could be for the fire service as a whole 
or just within your organization or region. Many fire service 
traditions are important to understand; they are your heritage. 
why is the dalmatian the fire service dog? what is a Jake? 
why do trumpets reflect rank insignia or collar brass? why are 
fire engines painted red? why did some fire departments stop 
painting their engines red?

There is nothing wrong with traditions as long as you are 
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following them for the right reasons. if your fire depart-
ment is doing a task that does not make much sense and 
the only explanation is, “we have always done it that way,” 
then maybe you should examine this tradition. This certainly 
applies to hazing a new firefighter. why are we hazing new 
members? Simply, because we were hazed when we became 
new firefighters.

Look at the traditions your fire department passes on. if 
they don’t make sense or could be interpreted negatively in 
society, then it is time to begin some new traditions. Some fire 
departments have lost too many of their traditions and heri-
tage, creating a lack of pride and ownership. 

when i went to the fire academy at the age of 19, i partici-
pated in a drill called “the auditorium raise.” we raised a 50-
foot extension ladder using four tag lines to hold it straight 
up vertically. a group of academy recruits would pull taut 
on each rope to keep the ladder from swaying while one of 
the academy members would climb up and over the ladder. 
i asked one of my instructors in what type of situation we 
would use this skill. he said that it was for when we had to 
change a lightbulb at headquarters. There was no strategic or 
tactical requirement for this evolution, and i have never used 
it in the real world. 

don’t get me wrong; this is a great team-building exercise 
and a confidence booster, but this was before belay or safety 
lines were used during this exercise, and we were lucky no 
one was injured or killed. Many years later, when i was an 
instructor at the local fire academy, i was amazed to see that 
we were still doing this drill, and doing it without a safety line. 
after doing some research, i found that the drill was not a re-
quirement to receive a Firefighter 1 certification from the state. 
Further, the occupational Safety and health administration re-
quired a safety line during many of our other training courses 
including confined space, trench rescue, and low-angle rope 
rescue training. a few years earlier, we were mandated to use 
a safety line during emergency ladder bailout drills because 
someone was killed. Fortunately, this has not happened during 
the “tradition” of the auditorium raise.

as a young firefighter, i wore a heavy fire helmet. i was 
excited when my department received a few lightweight plas-
tic helmets, which put much less strain on our heads. Today, 

firefighters are fighting to wear leather helmets because they 
look more traditional. The motorcycle helmet-style firefight-
ing helmets worn in europe are safer than what we wear in 
the United States, but this is a tradition that i will try to keep.

TRIUMPH
You want to do a good job, and when you do, you want 

to do it again. This is a learning pattern in which you try to 
repeat things that you did well. in most cases, this is a good 
thing, but in the fire service, it can create problems in the 
way you make decisions. 

during emergency incidents, firefighters make rapid deci-
sions using a model called recognition primed decision 
Making, also known in the fire service as your “mental slide 
carousel.” as younger firefighters are promoted and respond to 
fewer fires, their “slides” are more limited. This can lead to poor 
tactics in several ways.

First, let’s talk about fewer “slides in the carousel.” Most 
firefighters have some structure fires as slides in their carousel. 
They include stove fires, some dryer fires, a couple of contents 
fires, and some workers. how many slides do you have for strip 
malls, big boxes, and high-occupancy structures? if you only 
have one or two, then the triumph is related directly to the pre-
vious slide’s success. if you don’t have any slides, you may find 
yourself fighting a commercial structure fire with residential 
tactics. Many fire departments are turning to digital simulations 
and tabletop exercises (photos 1-3) to gain these slide carousels 
in the absence of real fires.

we can compound this situation by how we deal with the 
triumph. Many fire departments will participate in an after-action 
review or a postincident analysis, which is critical to molding 
your slide carousel by choosing the right tactics. Your incident 
review must look at what went right to recognize good behav-
ior while also discussing the operations that did not go as well. 
if you have an incident critique that states the operation went 
well because “the fire went out and nobody got hurt,” then you 
are setting yourself up for failure. This can often result in “false 
wins.” For example, you might save a victim from a structure fire 
in an unsafe manner, but your brain will still register it as a win. 
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it takes work to tell your brain that, even though you made 
a great save, the way in which it was done was unsafe and 
should not be done again. This may even require discipline 
outside of the incident review process. embarrassment can 
also be an effective tool in the win vs. loss relationship, but 
that should not be the intent of an after-action review. it will 
train your brain to recognize a loss, but at a high price to 
decision making, this may lead to indecision and problems 
during critical thinking at incidents.

incident reviews must be candid and be designed to 
find problems, but they also should not be critical or place 
blame. Your department must have a proactive incident 
review program that is exercised on a regular basis to be 
effective. The one that i created basically asks the following 
three questions: 

• What went right? 
• What went wrong?
•  What safety or training concerns should be addressed?      

TRAGEDY
This is where you can surpass individual learning and 

change the culture of an entire crew, fire department, or 
perhaps the entire fire service. For any fire department that 
has had a well-documented near miss, a serious accident, or 
a fatality, you may see a change in the way it operates. Many 
times, it has reached the affective learning domain of many 
of the department members.

Consider the phoenix (aZ) Fire department (pFd) after 
the Southwest Supermarket fire, which killed Firefighter 
Brett Tarver. The pFd completely overhauled its approach 
to rapid intervention crews (riCs) and has since become a 
model for fire departments everywhere. however, many fire 
companies today still moan when they are assigned to be 
the riC, and many are still not fulfilling or adequately staff-
ing the riC role. 

Fire departments have lost members in fire apparatus ac-

cidents because they were not wearing seat belts. Consider 
firefighters who have been struck on the roadway while 
operating at an emergency scene. Many fire departments 
have lost lives in building collapses, flashovers, and other 
hostile fire events. These fire departments will go through a 
cultural shift through a cognizant change in tactics, standard 
operating procedures or training, or a reactionary change 
in their attitudes or learning processes. Many of these fire 
departments will also revise how they notify family members, 
conduct funeral services, and provide for their personnel dur-
ing these tragedies.

But, if you are not a member of one of these departments, 
the sad truth is that you probably think it cannot happen to 
you. You must recognize that it can happen to any depart-
ment, and the time to learn is before the tragedy. Use case 
studies and near miss reports, but even they can be a tough 
sell. Many times while teaching a class, i have introduced a 
fatality case study or a near miss report, and the first thing 
students often try to do is find ways to discount it. They 
will ask if the department was a volunteer company or ask 
in which city or state the incident occurred. This happens 
no matter how many times you show statistics; it happens 
in both career and volunteer fire departments in every city 
across the United States. 

You must analyze incident videos and look for problems 
so that they do not happen in the future. if you have a near 
miss, it needs to be broken down. was it a human failure? 
was it a system failure? was it the culture of your fire depart-
ment that led to this tragedy? 

The burnover incident at the Sawtooth Fire changed the 
way i THINK—the final T. ●

Notes

● JESSE QUINALTY is a captain with the Upland (CA) 
Fire Department. He is a master instructor and owner of 
Red Helmet Training LLC. Quinalty presented a class on 
the Sawtooth Fire Entrapment at FDIC 2013.
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The Six Ts of Fire Service Learning

1) The Six Ts were developed to assist firefighters to:

a. Change the way training can prepare firefighters for the worst
b. Learning a pneumonic device to prioritize fireground operations
c. provide an order of the disciplinary process
d. Learn the process of administrative decision making

2) which of the Six Ts comprises how you will learn most of your 
job duties?

a. Testing
b. Teaching
c. Tradition
d. Training

3) The Training component of the Six Ts affects firefighters the 
most at emergency incidents

a. True
b. False

4) what is one way to provide real training in the author’s “Train-
ing in the Streets” program to a fire department?

a. review internet videos with entire crew
b.  Contact local businesses and real estate agents to find buildings 

for training
c.  Schedule training time at a regional training center or technical 

college training tower
d. none of the above

5) Fire service testing processes often only reinforce the training 
fallacy of “Train as if your life depends on it.” 

a. True
b. False

6) Based upon the realities and requirements set forth in promo-
tional testing processes, how should tactics and strategy by 
taught?

a. Separately for a test and real world application
b.  principles of both are synonymous and should be taught the 

same
c.  Tactics and strategy should never be taught for test purposes 

only
d. none of the above

7) according to edgar dale’s Cone of experience, people generally 
remember how much of what they read?

a. 50%
b. 40%
c. 10%
d. 20%

8) according to edgar dale’s Cone of experience, people generally 
remember how much of what they hear?

a. 10%
b. 90%
c. 15%
d. 20%

9) according to edgar dale’s Cone of experience, people generally 
remember how much of what they say and write?

a. 70%
b. 80%
c. 10%
d. 30%

10) according to edgar dale’s Cone of experience, which of the 
following are methods of getting students to demonstrate, apply 
and practice a particular skill set or knowledge?

a. View images
b. watch videos
c. watch a demonstration
d. all of the above

11) what drives most of the learning for firefighters?

a. discipline
b. Motivation
c. Salary
d. promotional opportunities

12) Learning is broken down into which one of the following domains?

a. Cognitive learning
b. psychomotor skills
c. affective learning 
d. all of the above

13) which of the following domains comes from training classes, 
reading and formal discussions?

a. Cognitive learning
b. psychomotor skills
c. affective learning 
d. none of the above

14) which domain refers to taking knowledge and applying it to a 
movement or manipulative skill?

a. Cognitive learning
b. psychomotor skills
c. affective learning
d. none of the above
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15) a probationary firefighter is more motivated to learn when:

a. practicing
b. reading
c. Teaching
d. watching videos

16) what “T” refers to how we react to events and conditions 
through rituals, beliefs or passed-on behavior within a society?

a. Teaching
b. Training
c. Triumph
d. Tradition

17) during emergency incidents, firefighters make rapid decisions 
using a model called recognition primed decision Making

a. True
b. False

18) what is critical to molding your “slide carousel” to choose the 
right tactics?

a. after action reviews
b. experience
c. department standard operating guidelines
d. none of the above

19) incident reviews should be must be candid and be designed 
to find problems, but they also should not be critical or place 
blame

a. True
b. False

20) Many times, a departmental tragedy has reached which learning 
domain?

a. Cognitive learning
b. psychomotor skills
c. affective learning
d. none of the above

 Continuing Education
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