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Introduction 
South Windsor Public Schools administrators and teachers are committed to providing learning 
opportunities that support the academic, social emotional, and civic development of all learners. 
Faculty and staff recognize that our educational institutions are charged with preparing students for 
a world that is rapidly changing. In order to effectively prepare students for post-secondary 
education and careers, instruction needs to adapt to include a foundation of creativity, problem 
solving, innovation, adaptability, and resilience.  

Throughout the year, teachers are moving toward facilitating “anywhere, anytime” learning in order 
for students to demonstrate mastery of content in new ways. With the increased use of technology 
across all grades in South Windsor schools, teachers are now able to offer students personalized 
instructional resources and tools, both inside and outside the traditional classroom. 

Effective with the 2019-2020 school year, the Superintendent recommends that the Board of 
Education approve a districtwide pilot of the Snow Day Scholars program. This program has been 
inspired in part by the district’s commitment to innovative instructional practices as well as the 
practical implications that emergency closings have on the academic calendar. The Snow Day 
Scholars pilot will assess the merits and feasibility of allowing students to demonstrate independent 
learning during emergency closings with the understanding that the day will not need to be added to 
the calendar in June. The pilot will provide data and allow the district to collect feedback from 
students, teachers and parents about the feasibility of distance learning. 

It is important to note that South Windsor Public Schools maintains that distance learning cannot, 
and will not, replace the value of time inside the classroom where students can engage in healthy 
debate and inquiry in their pursuit of knowledge and self-realization. Teachers are the soul of any 
school system and their role cannot be replaced. However, in special and limited circumstances 
utilizing distance learning tools and resources that support student independence can lead to 
continued and uninterrupted learning. 

Background  
Connecticut public schools must be maintained for at least 180 days of “actual school sessions” (C.G.S. 
§10-15). These days must be scheduled before June 30 each year because the school year is defined 
as running from July 1 through June 30 (C.G.S. §10-259). Districts are required to hold at least 180 
school day sessions, regardless of whether the session is a full or half day (C.G.S. §10-16). South 
Windsor exceeds this requirement and operates on a 182-day student day calendar. 

In the 2017-2018 school year, South Windsor had eight (8) snow days. During the same year, other 
districts faced even more impactful events resulting in school closures. Districts such as Danbury, 
Ridgefield, Brookfield and Bethel had excessive snow days, followed by additional school closing days 
due to a rare macroburst storm in early May 2018. Because Danbury was unable to reach the required 
180 school days by June 30th of that year, not only was the district forced to hold school until June 30, 
but the district was required by the state to add two additional days onto the following year’s 
calendar. Clearly, this was a hardship for the district and the families it serves, coupled with the 
complex bargaining unit issues that resulted from the carryover days.  
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Due to the impact that inclement weather had on districts during the 2017-2018 school year, in 
August 2018, a group of superintendents serving on the Connecticut Association of Public School 
Superintendents (CAPSS) Technology Committee began looking into the concept of distance learning 
on emergency closing days. The group enlisted the assistance of Jonathan Costa, Assistant Executive 
Director of EdAdvance, who had been conducting research on this topic. The CAPSS Technology 
Committee was inspired to look at more innovative and modern practices that might mitigate the 
impact of excessive school closings. With so much emphasis on personalized learning, mastery-based 
learning, and a shift away from the narrow view that learning can only happen when students are 
sitting at desks earning “seat time,” the committee felt creativity and innovation were warranted.  

Ultimately, CAPSS received informal feedback from the Connecticut State Department of Education 
(CSDE) suggesting that there is no interest in allowing towns that only convene 180 days to utilize 
distance learning opportunities to “make up” emergency closings. CSDE did, however, indicate that 
towns whose academic calendars exceed 180 days had the flexibility to make a local decision to 
investigate the concept of distance learning on any days in excess of 180.  Because South Windsor 
maintains a 182 student day calendar, it is in a position to take on a leadership role to investigate the 
merits and feasibility of distance learning during emergency closings. 

Independent Learning Session Defined  
An independent learning session utilizes pre-planned digital and print materials to facilitate distance 
learning on days that are cancelled due to inclement weather or other emergencies. No more than 
two (2) independent learning days will be utilized, and the Snow Day Scholars program will only be 
initiated after three (3) emergency closing days have occurred. Upon the 4th and 5th emergency 
closing, the district will implement the Snow Day Scholars program. If more than five (5) snow days 
occur, the sixth and all subsequent emergency closing days would continue to be added to the June 
calendar. 

The benefits of the program include: 

• Limiting the disruption of learning when emergency closings occur  
• Promoting anytime, anywhere learning models 
• Developing student independence and resilience 
• Sharpening skills needed by secondary students to become career and college ready 
• Encouraging students to take ownership of their learning 
• Minimizing the impact on the June calendar for families and staff planning vacations, 

camps or other activities for their children 
• Assisting families and staff in their planning as it further protects April vacation from being 

shortened 

What will students be doing? 

Students will engage in independent learning that reinforces core academic content in addition to 
promoting core competencies that contribute to their long-term success: resilience, innovative 



 

South Windsor Public Schools – Snow Day Scholars Program Proposal Page 3 

thinking, personal wellness, and social consciousness. A preliminary description of the intended tasks 
and/or experiences by level is provided below. 

Elementary 

A key component of the K-5 Snow Day Scholars experience is that of student 
choice. Grade level menus of performance tasks will be provided to students 
(and parents), and each menu will include a variety of tasks from which 
students can choose. All of the content areas are included among these choices.   

Middle School 

Although the format for the middle school Snow Day Scholars experience will 
mirror the elementary menus, the rigor and demand for independence will 
reflect a more developmentally appropriate balance of both structured and 
independent learning tasks. 

High School 

Because our high school students are already experienced in managing long-
term and ongoing assignments, their work will be reflective of a higher level of 
independence. High school tasks may include ongoing work on performance 
assessments, reading and research related to course content, introduction of 
material using technology platforms, independent application of course 
concepts, or ongoing practice to reinforce core skills.   

 

What will teachers be doing? * 

Teachers will engage in ongoing professional learning and work that supports district, school, and 
department initiatives intended to promote student learning and well-being. Students will be 
participating in their independent learning, and teachers will be doing the same. Examples of teacher 
activities on these days may include: 

• Participating in online Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) with colleagues  
• Engaging in professional learning provided through our local platform linking to online 

resources 
• Developing lessons and activities that integrate technology to support learning 
• Writing curriculum 
• Assessing student work 
• Analyzing data and working on instructional planning 
• Viewing a webinar 
• Reading professional journals and books tied to the strategic plan or professional goals 
• Participating in shared reading and discussion of professional texts (book club) 
• Working on communications to families (emails, hand written notes, etc.) 
• Researching, collaborating, and reflecting on problems of practice 
• Contributing to a repository of professional resources  
• Working on initiatives tied to the Board of Education’s Strategic Plan 

o Designing lessons that support mindfulness and wellness  
o Refining strategies to integrate restorative discipline practices in the classroom 
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o Evaluating ways to foster culturally responsive classrooms 
o Promoting a classroom culture of equity and social consciousness 

 
* Ultimately, defining expectations for teachers will require collaboration and mutual agreement with the South 
Windsor Education Association (SWEA). This is noted as a “next step” on page 8 of this proposal, should the 
Board approve the pilot.   

What will administrators and office staff being doing? 

The current protocol for administrators and office personnel remains the same. School buildings and 
central office are open on snow days and these staff members currently report to work once road 
conditions are safe for travel. When the superintendent closes the district (as opposed to just 
schools), no staff members other than select facilities staff report to work sites. 

What will paraprofessionals be doing? 

Consistent with the paraprofessionals’ contract, these non-certified staff members report to work 
only on student days as well as on one professional development day. If a student day is canceled due 
to an emergency closing, paraprofessionals do not work as their work requires contact with students. 
Thus, the range of paid student days would be a minimum of 180 and a maximum of 182. 

What will custodians and maintainers be doing? 

The current protocols for facilities staff remains the same. Both day and night shift custodians report 
to their respective buildings to work on snow removal or interior cleaning/maintenance projects that 
can now be done because students and staff are not in the building. The director of facilities directs 
the work for those days. 

What will school nurses be doing?  

Nurses are salaried employees whose work year is comprised of all student days, two professional 
development days, and six work days in the summer. If we implement the Snow Day Scholars 
program on emergency closing day 4 and 5, nurses will not report to work, but will add two work 
days to their summer schedule. The work on these additional summer days will be a combination of 
professional development/training as well the typical summer responsibilities associated with 
paperwork, medical records review, student health plans, immunization compliance tracking, and 
other required tasks. 

Pilot Schedule at a Glance 
For the first three occurrences of an emergency closing (inclement weather or otherwise), schools 
will be closed with no formal expectation of independent learning. The Snow Day Scholars program 
will only be initiated after the first three (3) emergency closing days. Upon the fourth (4th) and fifth 
(5th) emergency closing days, all students and teachers will be engaged in independent learning that 
supports the core values of South Windsor Public Schools. The sixth and all subsequent emergency 
closing days would continue to be added to the June calendar.  
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Emergency 
Closing 

Day 
Overall Impact to School Calendar 

 School year extended by 1 day 

 School year extended by 2 days 

 School year extended by 3 days 

 Snow Day Scholars program. Students and teachers engaged in independent learning.  
No extension of school year. 

 Snow Day Scholars program. Students and teachers engaged in independent learning.  
No extension of school year. 

 School year extended by 4 days 

 School year extended by 5 days 

 School year extended by 6 days 

 School year extended by 7 days 

 Days taken as needed from April vacation or from other days as recommended by 
Superintendent 

 

Preliminary Conversations with Stakeholders 

Student and Staff Outreach 

Dr. Carter asked Mrs. Candice Irwin, K-12 Literacy Curriculum Specialist, to begin conversations with 
students and staff about the concept of distance learning on snow days. As a whole, the reactions and 
feedback were extremely positive. A high level summary of these conversations is provided below.  

o Students 
Conversations with students were intentionally “bookended” to focus on our youngest and 
our oldest learners (elementary and high school, respectively). Mrs. Irwin and elementary 
principals met with four students in grades 1, 2, 4 and 5 who agreed to participate in a “mini-
pilot” during April vacation. While the pilot is described in greater detail below, these 
elementary students were enthusiastic about the opportunity to work on tasks independently.  

The group of high school students with whom Mrs. Irwin spoke reported that they are already 
working on long-term projects and homework during school cancellations. They felt the 
transition to independent learning would be seamless.  

o Staff 
Certified staff across grade levels and content areas recognized the benefit of utilizing 
independent learning days to maintain academic growth throughout the winter months. 
Teachers were able to identify both digital and traditional assignments that would support 
academic content and also foster creativity, wellness and problem solving. South Windsor 
administrators agreed that independent learning could serve as a way of maintaining 
consistency in the school calendar during winter months while also supporting the authentic 
application of skills. 
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A group of high school teachers from various departments met three times to discuss the 
possible implications for implementing the Snow Day Scholars program. The group reviewed 
practices in other states as well as recommendations outlined by the CAPSS Technology 
Committee. They also drafted initial recommendations to guide teacher planning and 
preparation for independent learning on snow days, and developed sample lessons and 
assignments that could be used during these independent learning sessions. 

During faculty meetings and grade level PLCs, elementary staff discussed the purpose and 
feasibility of the independent learning program. Teachers shared lesson ideas that would 
support and extend the learning offered in the classroom. Virtual and in-person brainstorming 
sessions provided a bank of options that was used to draft menus of learning activities for each 
grade level. These menus aimed to provide students with choice across content and range of 
difficulty.  

Staff representatives serving on South Windsor’s Professional Development and Evaluation 
Committee were consulted in order to discuss the implications for professional learning when 
school is cancelled. Committee members expressed that there are many activities that could 
be completed to enhance their professional knowledge and support their work in various 
roles. They suggested providing teachers with menus to highlight possible professional 
learning resources available to them.  

Parent Outreach  

In the fall of 2018, Dr. Carter met with parent focus groups at each school to discuss strategic 
planning. As a part of these focus groups, Dr. Carter also solicited feedback from parents about the 
concept of students learning at home during emergency closing days. In general the concept was 
embraced by parents. Many families expressed their appreciation for the opportunity for students to 
have constructive and fun things to do on snow days. Families also liked the idea of mitigating the 
impact of extending the school year in June.  

Many parents of high school students felt student learning at home on snow days was already 
occurring and it would be a seamless transition. Some parents of elementary students cautioned that 
if the assignments were too complex and required parent involvement, it would present a hardship 
for parents who are working outside of the home on snow days. In response to this feedback, the 
preliminary K-5 tasks (in Appendix A) have been designed with that feedback in mind.   

Union Outreach 

Dr. Carter met with the executive board of the South Windsor Education Association (SWEA), the 
president of the South Windsor Educational Support Staff (SWESS) union, and a representative from 
the South Windsor School Nurses’ Association. The purpose of these meetings was to review the pilot 
and its relationship with contractual obligations. Leadership from all three groups have expressed 
their support of the pilot. If the pilot is successful and the Board of Education determines it will adopt 
the Snow Day Scholars program moving forward, further discussion of the role of teachers will occur 
and a formal MOU would be crafted. 
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Mini-Pilot 

Mrs. Irwin worked with elementary principals Michelle Dixon and Tiffany Caouette to identify four 
student volunteers to pilot independent learning during April vacation in order to mimic what could 
occur on a snow day. One student each from grades 1, 2, 4 and 5 was selected to participate in this 
initiative. Students selected at least four tasks from their grade level menu and completed those tasks 
over April vacation. After returning the assignments to school, parents and students provided 
feedback on their experiences.  

Students reported that the menu of options provided choices that were fun and connected to their 
work in school. They explained that, “the assignments weren’t too hard or too easy,” and that they 
were able to complete the tasks they chose without too much support from adults at home. One 
second grader shared, “I liked doing the Snow Day Scholars activities in April because I felt like I was 
having fun and learning at school, but I was home!” Another first grade student agreed. “I would want 
to do these activities on a snow day because they are super fun!” 

Parents echoed their sentiments. One parent indicated that her child “chose things she was interested 
in, which motivated her.” Another parent stated, “all in all, as a parent I am super impressed with the 
packet material and I do feel that snow day packets will help students.” Yet another parent shared 
that, “the menu offered choices that were engaging and were able to be completed independently, 
with little management. My daughter loved the variety, the opportunity to use the computer to do 
some of her work, and that she could involve her sisters and cousins for some of the assignments (like 
teaching them Spanish words). As a teacher, I think the menu offered many opportunities to connect 
to the curriculum in meaningful ways, but still allowed students to have fun on their ‘day off ’." 

History of Emergency Closings 

In addition to conversations with the aforementioned stakeholders, the district’s emergency closing 
patterns from the past fifteen years were also reviewed. While the district has exceeded three snow 
days about 50% of the time, the prevalence of academic years with four or more emergency closing 
days has been heavier in recent years. A full summary of this information is featured in Table 1 below. 

Table 1. South Windsor Public Schools – Emergency Closing Days - 15-Year Lookback  

04-05 05-06 06-07 07-08 08-09 09-10 10-11 11-12 12-13 13-14 14-15 15-16 16-17 17-18 18-19 

3 3 3 3 4 2 7 6 7 5 4 3 5 8 2 

 = days on which Snow Day Scholars program would have been initiated 
 
 

Next Steps  
If the South Windsor Board of Education approves this proposal to pilot a Snow Day Scholars program 
during the 2019-2020 academic year, additional work will need to be completed over the summer 
and early next fall. The following is a high level summary of next steps for this project: 
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• Establish a districtwide committee to research the merits and feasibility of independent learning 
opportunities on emergency closing days. The committee will: 

o be comprised of administrators, teachers, parents and students; 

o work with teachers to refine K-5 student menus, develop secondary school guides, and 
create other guiding documents for use by students and families; and  

o collect and analyze data and feedback from stakeholders throughout the year. 

• Meet with SWEA to further discuss the contractual obligations of teachers on independent 
learning days 

• Prepare a communication to families announcing the pilot and the implementation of two 
independent learning sessions upon the fourth and fifth school cancellation of the 2019-2020 
academic year 

• Institute a protocol for generating grade-level reminders upon initiation of a Snow Scholar Day
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