
Part 1: Historical Lesson Profile 

 

The October Blizzard of 1880: When the Frontier Was Caught Unaware 

In The Long Winter by Laura Ingalls Wilder, the catastrophic winter of 1880–1881 did not begin in 
December or January. It struck on October 15, 1880. 

The autumn had been mild and pleasant in the newly established town of De Smet, Dakota Territory. 
Pioneer families were focused on standard fall chores: harvesting late crops, waiting for final immigrant 
trains packed with winter provisions, and planning ahead for regular November home winterization. 

The real-world blizzard that struck that Friday morning changed everything: 

 

• The Surprise Factor: The storm hit weeks before anyone anticipated severe weather. Livestock 
were left out on open prairies, crops remained unharvested in fields, and homes were completely 
uninsulated. 

• The Structural Failure: Green lumber shanties shrank in the wind, allowing fine, flour-like snow to 
sift directly through wall joints and roof shingles. 

• The Logistics Blockade: Because the ground had not yet frozen solid before the snow fell, the 
deep drifts trapped trains on the tracks. This initiated a historic seven-month rail blockade that 
completely cut off the town from food, coal, and medical supplies. 

 

The primary lesson of the October Blizzard of 1880 is that extreme weather disregards the calendar. 
True emergency readiness requires proactive planning rather than reactive preparation. 

 

 



Part 2: Vulnerability Analysis Worksheet 

 

Name: ___________________________ 
Date: ___________________________ 

Directions: Read the historical profile above. Consider how a sudden, unseasonal extreme weather 
event impacts a community. Fill out the comparison matrix below by contrasting the vulnerabilities of 
1880 pioneers with the potential vulnerabilities of your own modern local region. 

 

Vulnerability Vector The Pioneer Experience (October 1880) 
Modern Regional Analysis (Your 
Local Area) 

1. The Warning Signs 
& Communications 

Historical Fact: Pioneers relied on local 
barometric changes, physical signs (like 
thick muskrat houses), and direct sight. 
They had zero advance warning before 
the blizzard struck. 
 
Critical Risk: No way to alert distant 
neighbors or fields. 

Local Evaluation: How does your 
household receive immediate 
emergency alerts? What happens if 
local cellular towers or internet 
networks fail during a severe local 
storm? 

2. Supply Chain & 
Consumables 

Historical Fact: Towns relied entirely on 
the final autumn trains to bring in winter 
flour, sugar, and coal. The October storm 
stopped these trains permanently. 
 
Critical Risk: Starvation and fuel 
depletion due to a total transit freeze. 

Local Evaluation: Where does your 
community get its food and water? If 
delivery trucks are blocked from local 
grocery stores for 7 to 14 days, what 
specific items run out first? 

3. Infrastructure & 
Utilities 

Historical Fact: Pioneers depended on 
local timber or hay for heat, and surface 
wells or slough ice for water. The storm 
froze water sources and buried fuel piles. 
 
Critical Risk: Frozen wells and zero 
indoor thermal control. 

Local Evaluation: What is your home's 
primary heating or cooling source? If a 
storm knocks out the electrical grid or 
gas lines for a week, how does your 
family stay safe? 

 

 



Part 3: Family Emergency Protocol & Evacuation Mapper 

Directions: Work with your family to map out a concrete, actionable emergency protocol for a severe 
local weather event common to your geographic region (e.g., hurricane, tornado, severe freeze, flood). 
Complete each section thoroughly. 

 

Section A: The Local Threat Profile 

1. Primary Regional Hazard: Identify the most likely severe weather event that could strike your area 
with little warning: __________________________________________________ 

2. Seasonal Window: What months of the year is this hazard most common? ___________________ 

3. Unseasonal Scenario: What would happen if this event struck completely outside its normal 
seasonal window? 

 

Section B: The Communication Network 

If local cell towers are overloaded or non-functional, a family needs an alternative plan to verify everyone 
is safe. 

1. Out-of-Area Contact: Identify a relative or friend living in a completely different state or region 
who can act as a central check-in point for your family. 

o Name: _______________________________________ 

o Phone Number / Method: _______________________ 

2. Physical Meeting Location: If you are separated and cannot communicate via phone or internet, 
design two physical assembly points: 

o Primary Meeting Spot (Near Home): _______________________________________ 

o Secondary Meeting Spot (Outside Neighborhood): 
_______________________________________ 

 

Section C: Structural Egress & Evacuation Routes 

Sketch or describe your primary and secondary pathways out of your home and out of your immediate 
neighborhood if local roads are blocked or compromised. 

1. Primary Home Exit Point: __________________________________________________ 

2. Secondary Home Exit Point (If primary is blocked): __________________________________ 

3. Primary Evacuation Route via Vehicle/Foot: 
__________________________________________________ 

4. Alternative Evacuation Route: __________________________________________________ 



Part 4: 72-Hour Family Safety Checklist (Homework Lab) 

 

Directions: Inspect your household inventory to determine if your family is prepared to survive 
independently for at least 72 hours following a severe weather disaster. Check the boxes for items you 
currently have available. 

 

  Water & Hydration 

• Primary Water Stash: At least 1 gallon of water per person per day for 3 days (for drinking and 
sanitation). 

• Backup Filtration: Water purification tablets, a portable gravity filter, or a designated method to 
boil contaminated water without grid power. 

   Food & Nutrition 

• Shelf-Stable Provisions: A 3-day supply of non-perishable, ready-to-eat foods (canned goods, 
dried meats, nuts, energy bars) that require zero cooking or refrigeration. 

• Mechanical Tool: A manual, non-electric can opener. 

   Thermal Control & Power 

• Off-Grid Light Sources: Flashlights, headlamps, or sturdy lanterns (avoid open candles to prevent 
fire hazards). 

• Battery Reserve: Extra packs of matching batteries sealed in a waterproof container. 

• Emergency Radio: A hand-crank or battery-powered NOAA Weather Radio to receive emergency 
broadcasts if internet infrastructure goes down. 

• Climate Adaptation Gear: Extra heavy wool blankets, sleeping bags, or thermal clothes (for 
extreme cold) OR manual battery-operated fans and cooling cloths (for extreme heat). 

               Medical & Tools 

• First Aid Kit: Bandages, antiseptics, sterile gauze, medical tape, and basic over-the-counter pain 
relievers. 

• Critical Maintenance: At least a 7-to-14-day supply of all essential family prescription 
medications. 

• Multi-Tool: A utility knife or multi-tool for basic structural repairs or emergency egress needs. 

 

 

https://www.weather.gov/nwr


Part 1: Teacher Answer Key & Reference Guide 

For Evaluation of Part 2: Vulnerability Analysis Worksheet 

This reference key provides teachers with model student responses rooted in the historical narrative of 
The Long Winter and foundational principles of modern emergency management. Use these examples to 
grade the depth and realism of your students' entries. 

Vector 1: The Warning Signs & Communications 

• The Pioneer Experience (October 1880): 

o Model Answer: Pioneers had no advanced warning because technology like radar, 
satellites, and immediate telecommunications did not exist on the frontier. They had to rely 
purely on changes in local barometric pressure, sudden visual shifts in the sky, or natural 
folklore (such as the thickness of muskrat walls mentioned in the novel). When the storm 
struck, it was physically impossible to send warning messages to townspeople working out 
in distant fields or neighbors living on isolated homestead claims. 

• Modern Regional Analysis (Your Local Area): 

o Model Answer: Modern households rely on digital emergency infrastructure, including 
wireless emergency alerts (WEA) pushed to cellular devices, NOAA weather radios, local 
television broadcasts, and internet updates. If a major storm compromises local power 
lines or cellular towers, these primary notification systems fail. A resilient household must 
have a backup battery-powered or hand-crank emergency radio to receive official civil 
broadcasts directly from local authorities without relying on cell signal or Wi-Fi networks. 

Vector 2: Supply Chain & Consumables 

• The Pioneer Experience (October 1880): 

o Model Answer: Frontier towns like De Smet were end-of-line settlements that depended 
entirely on commercial rail transit to import essential bulk supplies like white flour, sugar, 
kerosene, and coal before winter set in. Because the unseasonal October storm struck 
before these final trains arrived—and kept the tracks blocked for seven months—the town 
faced immediate, severe shortages, forcing families to grind seed wheat by hand in coffee 
mills just to survive. 

• Modern Regional Analysis (Your Local Area): 

o Model Area Analysis: Modern grocery stores utilize "just-in-time" supply delivery chains, 
meaning they carry only enough physical food inventory on their shelves to sustain a local 
neighborhood for 3 to 4 days. If regional highways or interstate transit corridors are blocked 
by an extreme weather event, deliveries stop instantly. The items that disappear first are 
fresh water, milk, eggs, bread, and infant formulas. A prepared household must maintain a 
rotating inventory of shelf-stable canned goods and dry items to bridge a minimum two-
week delivery freeze. 



Vector 3: Infrastructure & Utilities 

• The Pioneer Experience (October 1880): 

o Model Answer: Pioneers relied entirely on decentralized, manual infrastructure. They cut 
local slough hay or timber for heat and hauled water by hand from outdoor surface wells. 
When the extreme cold and wind struck, outdoor woodpiles were quickly buried under 
massive snowdrifts, and open water wells froze solid. This made basic daily survival an 
exhausting, hazardous physical chore that had to be performed in subzero conditions. 

• Modern Regional Analysis (Your Local Area): 

o Model Area Analysis: Modern homes are completely tied to centralized utility grids for 
electricity, natural gas, and municipal pressurized water. While this offers incredible daily 
convenience, it creates a single point of failure. If an intense storm knocks out regional 
power grids or freezes main water infrastructure, a modern home can lose heat, lights, 
sanitation, and cooking capabilities simultaneously. Families must plan for alternative off-
grid solutions, such as keeping manual tools, secondary non-electric heat sources, and 
clean water stores inside the home. 

 

 



Part 2: Family Protocol Evaluator & Model Framework 

For Evaluation of Part 3: Family Emergency Protocol & Evacuation Mapper 

When grading the student’s family safety plan, verify that their answers prioritize realistic safety 
parameters over methods that rely on standard utilities. 

Section A: The Local Threat Profile 

• Evaluation Criteria: Ensure the student accurately names a disaster relevant to their actual 
geographic region (e.g., hurricanes in coastal states, tornadoes in the Midwest, severe blizzards in 
the North). 

• Unseasonal Analysis: The student must demonstrate an understanding that a storm hitting out-
of-season catches a community unprepared. For example, a late-spring blizzard means livestock 
are already out in pastures, or a late-fall hurricane means regional emergency agencies may have 
already dismantled temporary seasonal shelters. 

Section B: The Communication Network 

• Out-of-Area Contact: The student must explain why an out-of-area contact is used. In a major 
regional emergency, local phone lines are frequently jammed or cell towers are physically 
damaged. However, long-distance lines out of the disaster zone often remain completely open. 
Text messages also use less bandwidth than voice calls and are more likely to get through a 
crowded network. 

• Physical Assembly Locations: Look for extreme precision. Vague answers like "meet at the park" 
or "meet at the grocery store" should receive lower marks. A proficient plan lists an exact, 
unmistakable spot (e.g., "The large oak tree on the north side of the elementary school parking 
lot"). 

Section C: Structural Egress & Evacuation Routes 

• Primary & Secondary Exits: Emergency plans must show two distinct ways out of the home in 
case one exit is blocked by fallen trees, structural collapse, or rising water. 

• Neighborhood Routes: The student should identify clear directional paths out of their immediate 
area. A proficient plan will deliberately choose two separate directions (e.g., heading North via 
Main Street as a primary route, or heading East via the service road as a secondary option) to 
account for fallen power lines or emergency road closures. 

 

 



Part 3: Grading Calibration Key 

Point Distribution Breakdown for Final Lab Score 

To streamline your grading process, use this simple point accumulation breakdown corresponding 
directly to the rubric categories: 

• Score: 9–10 Points (Highly Proficient) 

o The worksheet matrix contains detailed, historical facts from the text alongside realistic 
modern regional equivalents. 

o The emergency protocol is fully filled out with specific names, real phone numbers, explicit 
addresses, and actionable backup plans. 

o The student successfully completed the home checklist inventory and wrote an honest 
evaluation of their home's safety readiness. 

• Score: 7–8 Points (Developing) 

o The matrix comparisons are present but brief, perhaps missing specific historical or 
structural details. 

o The emergency plan is complete, but relies too heavily on standard conveniences (such as 
assuming cell phones will always have a perfect internet connection during a natural 
disaster). 

o The home checklist is checked off, but lacks reflective comments on what items the family 
still needs to acquire. 

• Score: 1–6 Points (Emerging) 

o Large sections of the matrix or family mapper are left entirely blank. 

o The student provides unrealistic answers that do not address structural or infrastructural 
failures. 

o The assignment shows minimal effort or was completed without consulting a parent or 
looking at actual household supplies. 

 

 



Part 4: Practical Action Plan Guide (Teacher Handout) 

How to Implement the 72-Hour Family Safety Checklist in the Classroom 

Before sending the Part 4: 72-Hour Family Safety Checklist home as a household assignment, review 
these educational talking points with your students to ensure they understand the practical science 
behind the items: 

1. The Rule of Threes (Survival Science): Explain to students that a human being can generally 
survive 3 minutes without air, 3 days without water, and 3 weeks without food. This is why water 
storage (1 gallon per person, per day) is the absolute highest priority on the checklist. 

2. The Hazard of Open Flames: Discuss why flashlights and lanterns are checked instead of 
candles. In a major structural storm, shifting walls or high winds can create gas leaks or tip 
candles over, making open flames an extreme fire risk when fire departments cannot reach the 
neighborhood. 

3. Prescription Management: Emphasize that while grocery stores might open shortly after a minor 
storm, pharmacies often take much longer to restock specialized life-saving medications due to 
strict medical supply chains. 

 


