
	
 The Weather.  Weather is the go-to topic when conversation lags.  It is a universal topic – you can strike 
up a conversation with a total stranger regarding the weather.  Like sports, it is an area in which you can assert 
expertise and make any proclamation about it and not be subject to providing proof for your assertions.
	
 The Midwest experienced a severe drought in 2012.  Prior to 2012, when Midwest residents were asked 
about long term weather trends, 41% said they detected a long term uptick in the frequency of dry spells.  After 
the 2012 drought, the number sensing a long term increase in dry spells rose to 66%.  Our perceptions of 
weather are tempered by our most recent experience.
	
 The winter of 2012 was the third warmest in history.  Those who lived through it had different opinions 
about it.  People who believed global warming is a serious man-made threat were more likely to report the 
winter as especially warmer than those who did not embrace global warming.  Opinions on the warmth of the 
2012 winter were also divided along political lines with Democrats more likely to report the winter as warm.
	
 Something that has also had a major impact on our perceptions of weather is the media.  With 24 hour 
news networks, hours and hours of daily news programs from the major networks, and all day weather channels, 
there is great competition for your attention.  Terms like “polar vortex” and “snowmageddon” are used to grab 
us.  Making every storm into a crisis and giving the storm it’s own name and graphic is designed to awake the 
inner Chicken Little in us all.
	
 With so many sources available to report and interpret weather, it is easier than ever for us to find a 
source that aligns with our world view.
	
 So what does this all mean to a superintendent who is responsible for making weather-related decisions?  
While those of us in education are increasingly being called upon to make “data driven decisions” regarding 
student progress, it would seem that some public prefers emotionally driven decisions regarding weather.
	
 Delaying or canceling school based on snowfall is rooted in observable information.  With “eyes on the 
road” and communication with the municipal plow trucks, we have a relatively clear idea of whether we can get 
students to and from school safely. Timing is the big variable with snow that can throw us.   (By the way, the 
municipalities do a great job of keeping the roads open and working with us.)
	
 Canceling or delaying school for cold is another issue.  Before the “polar vortex” of 2014, it was 
seldom, if ever done.  Now it has become yet another entitlement.  The real question, though, is how cold is too 
cold?  What data should drive a decision to cancel or delay for cold?  The school code gives a superintendent 
permission to alter the school schedule for a “weather emergency.”  How do below zero temperatures create a 
“weather emergency?”  Is there a safety issue bringing children to school in subzero weather?
	
 Superintendents are given no guidance on the questions posed above.  Essentially, we have been making 
it up.  I have grown increasingly uncomfortable without guidelines and I admit to “following the herd” to avoid 
people getting upset.  While our school schedule exceeds the number of instructional hours required by the 
state, I know faculty have difficulty “fitting it all in.”  I don’t want to make their job more difficult and 
shortchange our students by calling constant delays.
	
 So back to the question of how cold is too cold?  Should that be based on student comfort or safety?  
Since safety is a core value, that is where the focus should be.  The next logical question is, “what are safety 
issues posed by extreme cold?”  The answer to that, of course, would be frostbite.  The National Oceanic and 
Aeronautic Administration provides a handy chart on frostbite.  The chart explains how long it would take 
frostbite to occur to exposed skin.  Now, I would hope that parents are dressing children appropriately but I am 
using this chart as a guide in any case.  In the minus 17 range and above, it would take over 30 minutes for 
frostbite to occur to exposed skin.  The minus 19 to minus 40 range puts the time needed for frostbite to occur 
between 10 and 30 minutes of exposure while the -33 to -59 range can cause frostbite in 10 minutes.
	
 It is important to note that unlike several other districts in Erie county, our district does not have 
“walkers.”  Our students go from warm homes to warm busses to warm schools.  Students should not be waiting 
for a bus more than 10 minutes so if the temps would get into the -30 area, there is a frostbite concern.  To be 
safe, though, when they bump into the upper 20‘s, we become concerned and will delay to get out of that range.  
The other purpose served by a delay would be to give support staff a little more time to get busses running and 
buildings prepared.  Surfaces in buildings are also more likely to come up to temperature with a later 
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start.	
 (Air temperature in a classroom will come up to temperature before surfaces such as a stone science lab 
table tops.)
	
 I’ve  spent some time looking at temperature predictions and comparing them to actuality.   When you 
look at information and admonitions from the National Weather Service and listen to forecasters, you feel like 
you should lock yourself in the house and prepare for death.  I think there is a bit of CYA involved.  The 
Edinboro University weather station provides real time data 24/7 updated every minute so I have used that to 
compare actual readings to predictions.  Coupled with reports given on television from various points 
throughout the county, it is all quite difficult to know exactly how cold it really is. 
	
 I thought several times since becoming superintendent that a required course for the certificate should be 
meteorology.  Now that I’ve dug into this weather thing deeper, maybe the required courses in psychology were 
sufficient.
	
 (Note:  Some of the information for this Lancer Letter was gleaned from the YouTube video called, This 
is Your Brain on Extreme Weather.  Watch it!)
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