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Across Campus
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BEST PRACTICES FOR PRIVATE COLLEGES

BY EB BAUER

Emergency phones—call boxes, blue-light towers, wall-mounted 

units, and kiosk stations—remain a visible and durable element of 

campus safety programs. 

Even in an era dominated by smartphones and safety apps, strate-

gically deployed emergency phones provide redundancy—a vital 

backup when mobile networks fail—along with rapid access to 

dispatch, location clarity for responders, and a powerful deterrent 

effect. 
continued...
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For private colleges that take pride in cohesive 
campus design, the challenge is choosing 
systems that integrate with modern commu-
nications infrastructure, meet ADA obligations, 
and complement the campus aesthetic while 
delivering reliable performance year after year. 

Facilities leaders must weigh system options, 
technical and operational demands, and accessi-
bility requirements, informed by examples from 
private institutions that show both successful 
strategies and cautionary lessons.

Why Emergency Phones Still Matter
Mobile devices and safety apps are valuable, 
but they are not perfect backstops. Batteries 
die, reception can be spotty, and injured or 
panicked people may not be able to use a 
phone. Emergency phones provide a fixed, 
always-available means to summon help and 
are highly visible—which can deter incidents 
simply by their presence. Research and campus 
reporting show that many students and parents 
still expect these systems to exist as part of a 
layered approach to public safety. 

Types of emergency phone systems
Pole-mounted “blue light” towers / kiosks
Tall, illuminated poles with a call button (and 
often a flashing light at night) are archetypal 
campus fixtures. They’re highly visible from a 
distance, offer immediate wayfinding signals 

for responders, and are commonly placed along 
major walkways, parking lots and campus 
perimeters. UNC and many other campuses 
still maintain large inventories of these units 
because of their visibility and deterrent effect.

Wall-mounted call boxes and build-
ing-mounted phones
These are compact, low-profile units suitable 
where pole installations would disrupt sight-
lines or aesthetics—for example, at building 
doorways, sheltered walkways, or subterranean 
entrances. They provide the same two-way 
voice link to dispatch but occupy less visual 
real estate.

Kiosk-style stations (multi-function)
Newer kiosks may include cameras, environ-
mental sensors, digital signage, and charging 
ports alongside the call button. They can serve 
dual roles—safety and information—which 
can be attractive in high-traffic gathering spots.

Elevator and interior emergency phone
Required in many jurisdictions for vertical 
conveyances, elevator phones are specialized 
and must meet additional reliability standards. 
Similarly, interior phones in parking garages, 
stadiums and remote facilities ensure coverage 
where exterior towers may not reach. police.

Integrated VoIP / CAD-enabled telephony
Modern campuses increasingly integrate call 
boxes with VoIP phone systems and Computer-
Aided Dispatch (CAD) so that incoming calls 
present exact location data, call history and 
even audio to dispatchers—improving response 
speed and situational awareness. Princeton’s 
modernization project that integrated blue-light 
and other emergency communications into a 
VoIP/CAD environment is an instructive 
example. Motorola Solutions

Key Technical and Operational 
Considerations

Reliability, redundancy and power
Emergency phones must work in all weather 
and power conditions. Consider battery 
backup, solar options for remote poles, and 
surge protection. Outdoor-rated enclosures and 
vandal-resistant designs will reduce mainte-
nance and downtime. Vendor specifications 
should be reviewed for IP/weather ratings and 
mean time between failures (MTBF). 

continued...
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Connectivity and location reporting
Integration with campus phone systems, 
PSAPs (public safety answering points), and 
CAD is critical. The system should convey 
precise location information to dispatchers 
automatically—not rely on the caller to 
describe where they are. When migrating 

to VoIP, verify that the call boxes can 
report reliable location metadata and that 
dispatchers can see that information in their 
console. Princeton’s migration illustrates both 
the opportunity and the integration work 
required. 

Placement strategy and wayfinding
Effective placement follows coverage, visibility, 
and accessibility. Place units along major 
pedestrian routes, entrances, parking lots, 
and areas identified in a campus safety audit 
as isolated or poorly lit. Avoid putting boxes 
in locations that create entrapment or block 
egress; they should be on predictable paths of 
travel and near clear sightlines so responders 
and the public can find them. Consistency in 
spacing helps users and responders develop 
expectations of where help is located.

Maintenance, testing and lifecycle costs
A program is only as good as its maintenance. 
Regular testing, firmware updates, cleaning 
and lighting repairs must be budgeted. Keep a 
replacement schedule for parts that wear, and 
track service logs so you know which devices 
are persistently problematic. Some campuses 
have removed boxes after long periods of little 
use—but that decision should be data driven, 
not anecdotal.

Integration with other safety tools
Emergency phones should be part of a layered 
system: fixed phones; mobile safety apps 
(panic buttons, location-sharing); CCTV 
where appropriate; and rapid dispatch proce-
dures. Relying solely on apps or a single 
technology is risky — redundancy saves lives.

Aesthetics and campus design integration
Private colleges often place high value on the 
visual cohesion of their grounds. That means 
emergency phones must balance visibility 
with design sensitivity.

•	 Material and color choices: While 
the classic “blue” is familiar and signals 
safety, manufacturers now offer housings 
in varied finishes—brushed metal, 
powder-coated colors, or wood-look 
cladding—that can match campus 
palettes. Consider finishes that resist 
graffiti and are easy to clean. Campus 
Security Today

•	 Low-visibility options: Wall-mounted 
or bollard-style units can satisfy safety 
needs in historic districts or landscaped 
quads where a 12-foot blue pole would 
be jarring.

•	 Wayfinding lighting: Instead of a 
bright top-mounted beacon, subtle 
in-ground uplighting or context-appro-
priate lanterns can provide the needed 
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visual cue at night while preserving the 
character of the landscape. Security 
Industry Association

•	 Dual-use kiosks: When a unit can host 
directories, event signage or charging 
ports, campuses can justify the visual 
presence while adding utility.

Design collaboration between campus archi-
tects, landscape designers, and public safety 
professionals is essential. The best instal-
lations are those that are both discreetly 
integrated and unmistakably identifiable in 
an emergency.

ADA Compliance and Effective 
Communication
Emergency communications must be acces-
sible to all users. The 2010 ADA Standards 
and related guidance require that emergency 
two-way communications comply with accessi-
bility rules, including tactile signage, operable 
controls, volume and speech intelligibility, and 
appropriate accommodations for individuals 
who are deaf or hard of hearing (TTY/
TTY-equivalent access or real-time text). 
Facilities must also ensure accessible routes to 
the devices—ramps, curb cuts, and unimpeded 
approaches—and should consider the needs 
of those with cognitive or visual impairments 
when designing station instructions.

Practical ADA-related checklist items:
•	 Confirm speech intelligibility and 

signage with tactile characters adjacent 
to the device.

•	 Provide TTY or text-based alternatives 
for individuals who cannot use voice calls.

•	 Ensure the call button and any required 
keypad are within accessible reach ranges.

•	 Verify that the route to the device meets 
accessible-path requirements (slope, 
surface quality, turning space).

Ignoring these requirements risks non-com-
pliance and, more importantly, leaves members 
of the campus community without reliable 
access to emergency services.

Case Studies: Lessons from Private 
Colleges and Universities
Princeton University—modernization 
through integration
Princeton undertook a modernization of its 
9-1-1 and campus communications center that 
included integrating blue-light poles, parking 
lot phones, and building emergency phones into 

a unified VoIP/CAD architecture. The project 
emphasized exact location reporting to dispatch, 
improved call management, and future-proofing 
the campus as legacy analog systems retired. The 
lesson: integration pays dividends but requires 
careful interoperability planning and staged 
migration. Motorola Solutions

Rice University—broad deployment and 
prevention focus
Rice installed dozens of blue-light emergency 
phones across academic, residential and recre-
ational zones in the 2000s. The university 
framed the program as both a prevention tool 
and a critical access mechanism for students 
during off-hours. High-visibility placement and 
consistent maintenance helped establish expecta-
tions among users. This shows the deterrent and 
community-reassurance value of a well-main-
tained system.

Mount Holyoke College—user education 
and signage
Mount Holyoke maintains blue-light phones 
and emphasizes clear instructional signage and 
student education so the campus community 
understands when and how to use the devices. 
Their approach points to an important truth: 
hardware alone is not enough—community 
outreach and clear policies matter.

Mixed experiences: removal and 
retention debates
Some campuses have considered removing call 
boxes as mobile safety apps gained traction and 
usage metrics declined. Yet removal decisions 
often spark controversy, as seen in public 
debates at the University of Georgia. Parents 
and students frequently report feeling safer when 
visible phones remain in place, underscoring 
that the value of call boxes extends beyond raw 
usage data.

Making the Procurement 
Decision: A Practical Roadmap
1.	 Conduct a safety and needs audit—

map pedestrian flows, lighting, 
crime data, and dead zones. Identify 
where coverage gaps exist.

2.	 Engage stakeholders early—campus 
safety, facilities, IT/telecom, ADA 
officers, students, and architects. A cross-
disciplinary team avoids costly rework.

3.	 Define technical requirements—
power, connectivity (VoIP vs. analog), 
location reporting, camera/sensor 

integration, and environmental ratings.
4.	 Specify accessibility and signage—

ensure compliance with the 2010 ADA 
Standards and include TTY/text options.

5.	 Consider lifecycle costs—beyond 
purchase price: installation, trenching, 
power, testing, replacement parts, 
and routine maintenance.

6.	 Pilot and measure—deploy a small 
network with clear KPIs (uptime, 
number of calls, response times, false 
alarm rates, maintenance events). Use 
data to refine spacing and feature sets.

Final Thoughts
Emergency phones are not relics—they are 

resilience pieces in a modern campus safety 
puzzle. For private colleges, where institu-
tional identity and aesthetics matter deeply, 
the best strategy is one that balances visibility 
and design, meets ADA obligations without 
compromise, integrates with modern commu-
nications infrastructure, and is backed by a 
sustainable maintenance program. When 
thoughtfully deployed, emergency phones 
offer tangible peace of mind to students, 
families and staff—and they remain a visible 
commitment to campus safety.

As campuses plan upgrades and renovations, 
it’s wise to approach emergency phones with 
cross-functional attention that includes safety 
professionals, IT/telecom, facilities, accessi-
bility officers, and campus planners working 
together. The result will be a system that not 
only answers calls for help but also blends into 
the campus fabric, supports community trust, 
and stands ready when it is needed most.
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