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%> Unit Study Lab: Evaluating Risks & Emergency Logistics

Inspired by The Long Winter by Laura Ingalls Wilder

(] Part 1: Historical Background & The Risk Matrix

In The Long Winter, survival is a game of fine margins. As the food supply drops to nothing, the town faces
an agonizing choice: stay inside stable shelters and slowly starve, or travel out into deadly, subzero
blizzards onto the open prairie to look for a rumored stash of seed wheat.

When facing an emergency, individuals must move past panic and utilize a structured Risk vs. Reward
Analysis. Leaving a safe, stable shelter during or immediately after a severe storm is one of the most
hazardous decisions a person can make. To do so properly, you must weigh the absolute value of what
you stand to gain against the structural probability of losing your life along the way.

Key Decision-Making Terms:

« Baseline Shelter: Your current, stable location that provides proven protection from the
immediate elements, even if provisions inside are low.

e Active Peril: The immediate physical dangers outside (e.g., zero visibility, frostbite within minutes,
fallen power lines, debris).

o The Tipping Point: The exact moment when the risk of staying inside becomes higher than the risk
of traveling outside.



lil Part2: The Danger vs. Reward Decision Tree

Directions: Imagine you are in the shoes of the characters in The Long Winter (or a modern equivalent
family stuck in a severe regional storm). Evaluate the structural metrics of an emergency trip by filling out
the analysis fields below.

[ CURRENT BASELINE SHELTER ]

Is it compromised? (No heat, no food, structural failure)

/ \
[YES] [NO]
I |
Calculate the Risk of STAY INSIDE!
Leaving vs. Staying Put The shelter is stable.

Scenario Evaluation: The Expedition for Seed Wheat

Context: Two young men must decide whether to ride twenty miles into an unmapped prairie during a
brief break in the blizzards to find food for a starving town.

1. The Current Baseline Value: Describe the condition of the shelter if they stay. What is the
immediate timeline before starvation or freezing occurs?

2. The Peril Traversal Cost: List three physical environmental factors outside that could stop the
team from returning alive (e.g., wind-chill, losing the trail, horse exhaustion).

o Factor1:
o Factor2:
o Factor 3:

3. The Reward Probability Check: Is the reward guaranteed? What happens if they risk their lives,
brave the storm, and arrive at the destination only to find the rumored supply is gone, spoiled, or
destroyed?



@3 Part 3: Critical Thinking & Emergency Metrics

Directions: Analyze the logic of survival situations by answering the following questions in complete
sentences.

1. The lllusion of the "Brief Break": In The Long Winter, blizzards often clear up for a few hours,
creating a false sense of security before striking again with absolute fury. If you are trapped in a
modern severe storm (like a hurricane eye or a brief lull in a winter freeze), why is it mathematically
dangerous to use a temporary lull to make a long-distance supply run? How do you determine if a
clear sky is a true break or a trap?

2. The "Sunk Cost" Trap in Survival: Imagine you leave your stable shelter to get medicine during a
lullin a storm. Halfway to your destination, the weather suddenly deteriorates, visibility drops to
zero, and roads freeze over. The "Sunk Cost" trap makes people want to keep pushing forward
because they have already invested so much effort. Economically and physically, why is turning
back to your baseline shelter usually the correct mathematical decision?

f&> Part 4: The Household Emergency "Go / No-Go" Protocol (Homework Extension)

Directions: Sit down with a parent or guardian. Create a strict Go / No-Go Protocol for your household.
Define the exact conditions under which your family would choose to leave your home during a regional
severe weather crisis, versus when you will absolutely stay put.

L. "NO-GO" CONDITIONS (We strictly "GO" CONDITIONS (We must evacuate
Crisis Trigger Vector

stay inside if...) immediately if...)
Example: Flood / Water is on the street but below our Water breaches the doorstep or enters the
Water driveway. home structural frame.

1. Thermal / Interior
Climate

2. Medical / Injury

3. Food & Hydration
Stocks



Teacher Answer Key & Evaluation Guide

For Evaluating Risks & Emergency Logistics Lab

lil Part 2: Danger vs. Reward Decision Tree Key

e Question 1 (Baseline Value): Model Answer: The shelter is currently protecting them from the
freezing wind, but they have completely run out of food. The timeline is critical—they have a few
days of strength left before starvation causes physical collapse.

e Question 2 (Peril Traversal Cost): Model Answer: 1) Sudden onset of a ground blizzard causing
immediate blindness and loss of direction. 2) Frostbite causing loss of limbs or hypothermia
within an hour. 3) The horses getting trapped in deep snowdrifts, leaving the riders stranded on the
open prairie.

¢ Question 3 (Reward Probability Check): Model Answer: The reward is completely unverified—it
is based entirely on a rumor. If they make the trip and find nothing, they have wasted their
remaining physical energy and will likely freeze or starve on the return trip.

&3 Part 3: Critical Thinking Model Answers
1. The lllusion of the "Brief Break":

o Model Answer: Temporary lulls are dangerous because weather patterns during extreme
storms are highly volatile. In a hurricane, the eye brings total calm before the destructive
back-wall hits. In a prairie winter, a blue sky can turn into a zero-visibility blizzard in less
than fifteen minutes. To verify a true break, you must rely on official meteorological
telemetry (barometric pressure trends, radar updates) rather than looking out the window.

2. The "Sunk Cost" Trap in Survival:

o Model Answer: Pushing forward out of stubbornness ignores the changing risk calculation.
As the weather worsens, the probability of reaching the destination drops while the
probability of death skyrockets. Turning back to a known, stable shelter protects your
remaining resources and preserves your life, allowing you to try again when conditions
stabilize.



™. Grading Rubric (10-Point Scale)

Criteria

Risk
Metrics
Analysis

Survival
Logic &
Physics

Go/No-
Go
Protocol

Highly Proficient (3 Points)

Matrix and fields identify distinct,
logical hazards and demonstrate a
clear understanding of the trade-
offs between staying and leaving.

Answers demonstrate an
advanced grasp of weather

volatility, the sunk-cost fallacy
concept, and rational decision-

making under stress.

The home protocol is completed
thoroughly with clear, realistic
boundary lines established across

all three vectors.

Developing (2 Points)

Fills out the tree completely,
but lists vague or superficial
dangers (e.g., "getting wet" or

"being cold").

Answers recall basic plot

elements of the novel, but fail
to translate the conceptinto a

modern emergency
framework.

The protocol chartis

complete, but the boundaries

are blurry or depend on
variables that cannot be
measured during a storm.

Emerging (1 Point)

Fills out sections with
unrealistic choices that
compromise basic
survival safety.

Answers are brief
fragments or suggest
highly reckless real-world
behaviors during a crisis.

The homework chartis
left blank or filled out
without input from a
parent or guardian.

(Note: 1 point is automatically awarded for formatting compliance and student identification parameters
to complete the 10-point scale.)



