
 

Ending snow days? West Michigan school leaders talk online 
lessons when classes are canceled 

Source: Monica Scott/MLive/November 21, 2014 
 

GRAND RAPIDS, MI - Some West Michigan school districts could be joining the ranks of others 

across the country, making snow days obsolete by having students log into laptops and tablets for 

online lessons when their classes are canceled. 

Kent and Ottawa county students missed between one and three days of school between Tuesday, 

Nov. 18 and Thursday, Nov. 20, because of an early winter snow storm that made travel conditions 

unsafe. 

Michigan allows public schools six days for inclement weather before they have to schedule time in 

the spring to make up missed instructional hours. 

A recent TODAY.com article, "No more snow days? Lessons over Internet keep schools in 

session," says the virtual classroom idea is gaining momentum, but not necessarily with kids. 

Cathedral School in St. Cloud, Minn., is getting credit. The Weather Channel reported this month 

how its educators are teaching lessons online when inclement weather forces schools to close. 

"It was just a very logical next step for us," Cathedral President Michael Mullin, told USA Today 

about the Google software allowing teachers to upload taped lesson plans for students to view, but 

also to conduct real-time discussions with students. 

Public schools are embracing the idea, with more than 2,000 New Jersey students at Pascack Valley 

Regional High School logging on for their lessons during a February snowstorm. 

While some West Michigan school districts say they lack the technological capacity to implement a 

virtual program like Cathedral now, others are already doing it on a limited basis or are in the 

planning stages. 

Article of the Week (AoW) Directions 
1. Mark your confusion – either highlighting or underlining. 
2. Mark up the text. Annotate the article with comments, questions, inferences, etc. You can use 
a variety of sentences, phrases, and symbols to show your thinking. 
3. Write a developed paragraph response to one of the prompts below. 
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"The idea of using technology to continue education on a snow day is a solid concept and one that is 

somewhat being utilized here in Zeeland," said Superintendent Cal DeKuiper, who said it is being 

done more at the middle and high school level and quite a few teachers gave contingency plans to 

their students Monday in anticipation of the snow storm. 

"As we continue to head down the pathway of iBooks, video or flipped classrooms, or even just 

simple digital communication with teachers, classwork can continue. We all have an obligation to 

make sure students are learning for life and are prepared for whatever lies ahead.'' 

Zeeland's aggressive education technology plan has gotten national attention since 2011-2012, when 

the 5,873-student district issued 1,800 iPads to all teens at its high schools, Zeeland East and West. 

The program was later expanded to middle and elementary programs. 

Lowell Superintendent Gregory Pratt said the virtual program is great way to expand learning 

opportunities. He said he was aware of similar programs on scale with the Minnesota school in other 

states, but cost is an issue for districts, including his of about 3,700 students. 

"As the cost of technology continues to become more affordable and Internet access expands, this 

type of strategy will be more likely to be used," said Pratt. "The current Internet access in our district 

would limit this strategy now." 

Kent City Superintendent Mike Weiler said his district of about 1,400 students is in a similar position 

to Lowell. He said it is unlikely the state would ever be of assistance. 

But Rockford's Ryan Kelley, assistant superintendent for instruction, said the district's 8,000 

students may be trying to include a program similar to Cathedral with one of 17 technology pilot 

programs being developed for district-wide implementation next fall. 

The pilots are spurred by voters passing a $76.1 million bond in May for technology, security and 

capital improvements. 

"Depending on where you live and how many days are lost to extreme weather, would determine 

whether or not a program such as the one that is highlighted in the article would prove to be 

valuable for a school district," said Jenison Superintendent Tom TenBrink, who said the 4,700-

student district has the capacity to implement a virtual program. 

"Technology has opened up a whole new world of opportunities for us." 

http://www.mlive.com/news/grand-rapids/index.ssf/2014/05/rockford_public_schools_voters.html


He said one of their elementary principals sends out a snow day challenge for her students to 

complete and bring back to school the next day. He said they have students at the high school who 

are in blended learning classes who likely also had assignments. 

TenBrink said there is no such thing as a snow day with online education at its Jenison International 

Academy, which has 130 students enrolled. 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Respond to one of the following prompts.  Use the space below or a separate sheet of 
paper. 
 
1. Should schools follow the virtual snow day model for inclement weather days?  Why or why 

not? 
2. What other options could schools consider to make sure students do not miss too much class 

time on inclement weather days?  Explain.  
3. Select a word, phrase, sentence, or paragraph and respond to it.  


