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GET AHEAD IN MATH THIS FALL
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WHEN MATH MAKES SENSE, YOU SUCCEED!

MKNH NASIUM

The Math Learning Center

www.lamorindaweekly.com

925-377-0977

GRADES K-12
Pre-Algebra - Algebra 1 & 2 - Geometry

Pre-Calculus & Calculus
SAT/ACT Preparatory
Individualized Instruction

HOMEWORK HELP FOR ALL LEVELS

Flat Monthly Fee
Drop-in any time, no scheduling needed!

1 WEEK FREE TUTORING

& HOMEWORK HELP

Must present coupon. New students only.

3435 Mt. Diablo Boulevard, Lafayette
(Golden Gate Way at Mt. Diablo Blvd.)

(925) 283-4200 www.mathnasium.com
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$5 off Watch Battery I
Reg $15, Now $10

1 watch battery per person. Exp. 12/30/19. Usually installed while you wait. W/coupon. Restrictions apply.
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3645 Mt. Diablo Blvd., Lafayette between Trader Joes & the Post Office
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When schools go dark during PG&E outages

Acalanes Union High School District Office in Lafayette.

By Ania Keenan

The Acalanes Union High
School District on Oct. 29 sent
out a message to parents and
students at Miramonte, Cam-
polindo, and Acalanes high
schools announcing that they
had decided to keep schools
open the following day despite
power outages and poor air
quality in the preceding three
days. At the time the message
was sent many students and
staff had been without power
for up to 72 hours, many
without cell service and hot
water.

“We were confident we
could provide a safe learning
environment,” Acalances
Union District superintendent
John Nickerson said.

After securing communi-
cation lines with local law en-

forcement, superintendents
from Acalanes, Orinda Union,
Lafayette and Walnut Creek
school districts worked to-
gether to begin the long
process of conference calls
and group meetings to form a
game plan for if and when the
power was shut off at their
schools.

“It’s a work group, five
educational leaders, who are
trying to solve similar chal-
lenges and so we are exchang-
ing ideas,” Nickerson said.

School districts in Califor-
nia are required by state code
to keep schools open for 180
days out of the year. With no
alternative days for weather
obstructions, if time is taken
off for instances of power out-
ages or poor air quality for a
time of longer than three days,
the school is forced to cut into
other sanctioned days, these
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include teacher preparation
days. Keeping this is mind
the superintendents worked
with Orinda, Moraga and
Lafayette police departments
to establish guidelines for
what would constitute safety
for students and staff and
what would be the bottom line
for schools to be open or
closed. Among those key fac-
tors were running water,
lighting, air quality, commu-
nication and emergency pre-
paredness.

If schools are without
running water for more than a
few hours, the district is
obliged to close them. This
also applies to a certain
amount of lighting and espe-
cially to the ability of the ad-
ministration to communicate
with law enforcement. There
is additional concern related
to air quality. During the out-

ages the district largely relied
on “Purple Air” to give them
quick updates on changing
conditions. They also have ac-
cess to a more scientific sys-
tem, “Air Now,” but the hour
delay in their ratings proved
too long.

Despite plans set in place,
lack of cell service, Nickerson
admits, posed a challenge for
the districts. “To deal with this
obstacle the district relied on
the stable connection of one
administrative officer per high
school.” So far the district
does not have plans to estab-
lish more concrete forms of
communication during an
outage that affects cell service.

An additional challenge
posed by the latest set of shut-
downs was emergency pre-
paredness and evacuation
plans. With limited communi-
cation, schools across the dis-
tricts were directed to estab-
lish “Fire Watch Protocols.”
Many students saw adminis-
trative personnel and teachers
roaming the halls Monday
through Wednesday the week
of Oct. 28, some with bull-
horns, all carrying whistles
and wearing bright reflective
jackets. Many were given pro-
tective gas masks. These were
the members of the “Fire
Watch.” Stationed at positions
around campus, these staff
members were instructed to
keep tabs on nearby class-
rooms and watch for changes
in dangerous weather pat-
terns, namely fires as the
name indicates. If they spotted
something of concern mem-
bers would communication
with each other on short-
range walkie-talkies they had
connected. If said weather
concern was dangerous
enough or close enough to the
school to warrant an evacua-
tion, it would be on the one
administrative official with
cell service to notify the su-
perintendent who would have

promptly notified law en-
forcement.

While emergency com-
munication pose challenges,
updates on the status of power
went smoothly due to the dis-
tricts' access to local law en-
forcement’s special connec-
tion to PG&E updates.

Another hurdle for local
schools was the requirement
to provide school lunches for
students who needed them.
With short notice the district
decided to outsource and
bring in pizza for students
from a vendor not affected by
the outages.

While the California edu-
cation board has proven to be
flexible in the past when
schools don’t meet their 180
days of instruction due to fire
and power conditions, with no
current designations in the
calendar for “outage or fire
days” the state of school oper-
ations during the outages may
be the new normal for Bay
Area students during annual
fire season.

Nickerson would like to
keep that from happening.
“The state has suggested that
this is not a long-term solution
and ultimately you might need
to have something like a
weather day or a ‘snow day’
like other regions have,” Nick-
erson said.

“As a teacher I would like
the district to explore ways to
close school when we have
high fire danger and no power
because I'm able to teach
without power, but I don’t
think it's best for student
learning and student safety,”
Miramonte English teacher
Adrianne Spencer said.

This proposal came before
the school board during a Nov.
20 meeting. According to
Nickerson the districts'
teacher union, Acalanes Edu-
cation Association, supports
the initiative but they were
not available for comment.

Lamorinda teams assist in county-wide emergency drill
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Lamorinda CERT team prepares to participate in a Bay-Area-wide drill.

... continued from Page A6

Thirty-four volunteers in
Lamorinda participated, in-
cluding this reporter, with 17
messages successfully re-
ceived by the city EOC which
was staffed by members of the
Lamorinda Area Radio Inter-
est Group (LARIG). No city of-
ficials were involved in this
particular drill, and 11 mes-
sages were successfully sent to
the County Emergency Opera-
tions Center using Fldigi,
which is digital messages sent
via radio frequencies. Fldigi

does not require internet, so
is particularly important for
emergencies when internet
service might not be available.
The other six messages were
triaged and considered not
necessary to send to the
county. According to Julie
Luckenbach, CERT registrar
and instructor, LARIG had up-
loaded and practiced Fldigi
for this exercise and now has
four to five strong users,
which will be key in helping
the EOC operate in a real dis-
aster and communicate with
the county.

Overall, the count for
participants in all of Contra
Costa County was around 346
people. A few smaller areas
have not yet reported num-
bers. The interest created was
way above expectations. CERT
had only estimated 200-300
participants in the first year.
CWS sent out 190 alerts, and
Luckenbach reports that they
received many new registra-
tions because of the exercise,
which is a huge success.

Like all drills, the teams
conducted immediate “hot-
washes,” which are after-
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action discussions and evalu-
ations of an agency's (or mul-
tiple agencies’) performance
following an exercise, training
session, or major event. Luck-
enbach provided information
from the Contra Costa County
meeting. Although Lamorinda
volunteers were proficient in
Fldigi, the County didn’t have
theirs up and running in the
first hour. Messages were de-
layed. Voice instead could
have been used for backup. In
addition, some of the equip-
ment at the EOC did not have
the correct cables or parts.

Luckily, they had a few engi-
neers who were able to make
it all work. And field CERTs
had equipment failures as
well. Some dead spots were
identified and volunteers
found a need for more GMRS
repeaters. GMRS are general
mobile radio service radios
that require a license from the
Federal Communications
Commission. GMRS radios
can connect with local “re-
peaters” that strengthen the
signals, thus giving GMRS
users greater range than the
local RRS, family radio ser-
vice, radios. In Moraga, this
reporter was part of a two-
person incident command,
but was hampered by discov-
ering, as did several other
CERT members, that radios
were not fully programmed to
be able to transmit on GMRS,
but only to listen. This re-
sulted in messages being re-
ceived from CERT members
who were assigned to search
for damage in areas such as
the Rheem Shopping Center
and the Campolindo and
Country Club neighborhoods,
but IC was unable to acknowl-
edge. Following the drill, vol-
unteers were able to have
their radios reprogrammed so
that, in the event of a real
emergency, they will be fully
functional.

One of the takeaways
from the exercise was a de-
termination that everyone
needs more training on being
a scribe and reporting
messages.



