
How do fire extinguishers work? 
 

Fight or flight…The most important 
decision to make is whether to fight the 
fire or escape.  This is a critically impor-
tant decision, and may literally mean the 
difference between life and death. 
 
First, before fighting any fire, you should know how to 
use the fire extinguisher BEFORE you facing the fire.  This 
is not a time for “on the job” training. 
 
 

You should also size up the fire and determine if it is small enough to be put out with a 
fire extinguisher.  This is something that you can only learn through experience…and that 
experience comes with fire extinguisher training. 
 
What type of fire is it?…It is important that you be able to determine what is on fire 
so that you can use the proper type of fire extinguisher to put it out.   
 
 
There are three classes of fuel:  Class A, Class B and Class C 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Pressurized water fire extinguishers are for Class A fuels only, such as wastebaskets, small 
pieces of furniture, etc. 
 
A dry chemical fire extinguisher can be used on all three types if it is rated as an ABC fire 
extinguisher. 
 
Carbon dioxide fire extinguishers are commonly used on flammable liquids and electrical 
fires. 
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Before fighting the fire… 
There are a series of specific steps that you 
should always follow. 
 
First, make sure that everyone is out of danger. 
Either you, or someone else, must notify the 

fire department. 
Size up the fire…is it small enough to be han-

dled by a fire extinguisher? 
You can back away from the fire if it gets out of 

control…make sure the fire is not between 
you and your escape route! 

Is your extinguisher the right extinguisher for 
the job?  Is it matched to the type of fire? 

Is the fire extinguisher fully charged?  You can 
tell by looking at the pressure gauge. 

Do you know how to use the extinguisher? 
 
Fighting the fire… 
It is important that you know how to operate 
the fire extinguisher before you attempt to 
fight the fire.  If you decide to try, remember 
the word PASS, which stands for: 
 
P – Pull the pin that unlocks the operating han-

dle 
A – aim the extinguisher low at the base of the 

fire. 
S – Squeeze the lever on the extinguisher to dis-

charge the agent. 
S – Sweep the nozzle or extinguisher hose from 

side to side.  Move slowly and carefully to-
ward the fire, continuing to sweep the ex-
tinguisher back and forth at the base of the 
flames. 

 
Once it is out…   

Just because you have extinguished the fire, 
don’t turn your back on it!  Back away from the 
fire, watching it to make sure that it does not 
reignite.  If the fire was in a pan of grease, for 
example, the grease may be hot enough to reig-
nite. 

 
Fire extinguishers should never be misused or 
abused.  If an extinguisher is not ready to fight 
the fire because it has been discharged, then it 
has simply become a wall ornament-not a life 
saving tool! 

 
Maintaining Extinguishers… 

One of the most impor-
tant things about a fire 
extinguisher is to make 
sure there is enough pres-
sure in it to operate.  
This is often indicated by 
a small gauge near the 
handle.  Usually, an ar-
row will either point to a 
green area (enough pres-
sure) or a red area (not 
enough pressure in the 
extinguisher). 
 

Everyone is responsible for making sure the ex-
tinguishers are in working order.  Each time you 
pass one by you can glance at the pressure 
gauge to make sure that it is ready to fight a 
fire. You should check with your local ordi-
nances as to how often fire extinguishers must 
be checked by a certified technician.  At a mini-
mum, they should be checked once a year. 

               
   


