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IN HURRICANES’ AFTERMATH, 
TECHNOLOGY EASES RETURN 
TO SCHOOL
  By Carolyn Thompson,    Associated Press  

Smartphone exchanges, social media, messaging apps and web-
sites rendered students and their teachers at once disconnected 
and connected in the aftermath of hurricanes Harvey and Irma.

Now, as the hardest-hit schools reopen, advocates of tech-
nology that has been growing ever more present in American 
classrooms say it will only become more important in aiding 
students scattered by the storms. This recovery, administrators 
say, has potential to demonstrate how much instruction can 
carry on outside school walls amid future natural disasters and 
other disruptions.

“Oh, it was wonderful,” said Gay Foust, who said emailed 
and texted materials from Houston teacher Kristen McClintock 
helped Foust’s daughter, who has autism, cope with the disrup-
tion of having to stay at a friend’s home when their house 
flooded during Harvey.

“We’re not in Miss McClintock’s classroom, we’re not in 
school, and yet she was able to reach out and check on all of her 
students and offer any kind of help, assistance,” Gay Foust said.

Florida’s Orange County Public Schools distributed about 
75,000 laptops to middle and high school students and teach-
ers earlier this year. The idea even in fair weather is to personal-
ize learning and boost engagement and achievement by provid-
ing students with unlimited access to their textbooks and other 
materials, schedules and assignments.

As schools prepared to reopen after Hurricane Irma, district 
officials were eager to assess how the devices fared in the stu-
dents’ care after advising them through social media to charge 
and then unplug them and seal them in plastic bags. Many 
teachers posted assignments before school was canceled that 
gave students a chance to get ahead, and college-bound students 
could continue preparing for the SATs.

“This is really our chance to make sure all of our systems are 
working the way we want them to,” said Mariel Milano, director 
for digital curriculum.

One benefit when disasters strike is there are fewer textbooks 
to get soggy or wash away in a flood. But Hurricane Maria 

offered a reminder that even technology has its limitations. 
Authorities predict schools in Puerto Rico could be without the 
electricity necessary to power electronics for many of the U.S. 
territory’s 350,000 students for months.

The Orange County district, like others, has strict rules 
against penalizing students who lack access to electricity or the 
internet outside of school, even in the best of weather, Milano 
said.

In Florida, where all 2.8 million students missed school for at 
least two days because of Irma, Gov. Rick Scott last month said 
the state’s existing virtual public school would provide remote 
access and materials to those who are still displaced, as well as 
digital replacements for resources brick-and-mortar buildings 
may have lost. With the hardest-hit districts only beginning to 
reopen, it’s unknown how many students will enroll.

In the Houston area, too, many of the 1.4 million students 
affected by Harvey may find themselves taking virtual field trips 
and conducting online science experiments using technology 
adopted by many schools in response to budget cuts.

While schools were still closed in the Cypress-Fairbanks 
Independent School District, it posted a three-page list of edu-
cational websites for students at every grade level to access as 
constructive time-fillers.

“So much of what they have been doing for years is all 
online, and they’re just used to doing it that way,” said Nicole 
Ray, a district spokeswoman.

The disasters, which could leave buildings shuttered or drive 
away teachers, are also seen as openings to expand “virtual 
teaching” ‚Äî services that have teachers provide instruction 
remotely by video conference.

Orange County has been looking into using the videoconfer-
encing program Safari Montage Live to let students unable to 
make it back to town right away join their classrooms remotely. 
The program is being piloted now for a class being “co-taught” 
by two teachers in different buildings.

“We want schools to be successful when students return,” 

Milano said. “We want connectivity to be happening in every 
classroom and we want there to be that seamless uninterrupted 
period of learning.”

IN HARD-HIT PUERTO 
RICO NEIGHBORHOOD, 
NO SIGN OF FEDERAL AID
    By Danica Coto    Associated Press  

A few miles from the air base where President 
Donald Trump was touting his administra-
tion’s response to Hurricane Maria, Puerto 
Ricans were stacking fallen tree branches, piec-
es of zinc roofing and sewage-soaked clothes in 
shopping carts and dumping them on street 
corners alongside piles of wet mattresses.

There is still no power in the neighborhood 
known as Playita, and water only came back 
Sunday. No trucks have come to clear debris in 
the heart of the capital of Puerto Rico and the 
few hundred residents of this neighborhood of 
wood and cinderblock houses are still cleaning 
sewer water from their homes and businesses.

They say they have not seen any federal 
officials since Maria struck the island Sept. 20, 
nor have any city or Puerto Rico officials come, 
although their representative in the legislature 
dropped off ice over the weekend

“The need is everywhere,” Jacke Cordero, 
51, said as he used a pressure-washer to spray 
reeking floodwater out of his small cafe, the 
Corner of Faith. “Water, food, the supermar-
kets are closed.”

Ray Negron rested nearby in the shade of a 
church after a morning spent collecting debris.

“What more do they want us to do?” said 
Negron, who is 38 and unemployed. “We’ve 
already cleaned everything up.”

He said the residents of Playita were waiting 
for officials to take away the huge piles of trash 
that residents had collected.

“Nobody’s come,” Negron said. Addressing a 

distant Trump, he said: “Please, stop marginal-
izing us.”

Playita has long been one of San Juan’s least-
favored neighborhoods, cut off by a highway 
but close to a housing project that has been 
receiving a relatively high degree of attention 
in the recovery effort.

Soon after the storm, residents went to a 
highway overpass to hang sheets emblazoned 
with messages pleading for help from the local 
and federal governments: “Playita needs food 
and water. SOS.”

Janelys Melendez, a 39-year-old evangelical 
minister, said no one should mistake Playita’s 
pleas for help with an unwillingness to do 
things for themselves.

“You can see Puerto Rico lifting itself up 
here. No one’s lying back,” she said. “They’re 
doing what they can. It’s everyone’s responsibil-
ity, not just the government’s.”

As she spoke, convenience store-owner Ray-
mond Ortiz walked through Playita handing 
out Styrofoam containers of rice and beans he 
and his wife had cooked for people who didn’t 
have enough to eat.

He said the Salvation Army had distributed 
aid in Playita in recent days, but he had seen no 
relief effort by government at any level.

“We’re doing what we can,” he said. “We 
really need help. Trump should come help us.”

As he spoke, Trump was visiting Guaynabo, 
one of San Juan’s wealthiest neighborhoods 
and one that has recovered fastest from the 

storm.
Trump highlighted Puerto Rico’s relatively 

low death toll compared with “a real catastro-
phe like Katrina” as he opened a tour of the 
island’s devastation Tuesday, focusing on the 
best of the reviews he and his administration 
are getting rather than criticism of the federal 
response to Hurricane Maria.

Trump pledged an all-out effort to help 
the island but added: “Now I hate to tell you, 
Puerto Rico, but you’ve thrown our budget a 
little out of whack because we’ve spent a lot of 
money on Puerto Rico. And that’s fine. We’ve 
saved a lot of lives.”

A couple of demonstrations called to protest 
Trump’s visit drew only handfuls of people to 
the gatherings outside the city’s convention 
center and near the air base where the presi-
dent spoke.

Other Puerto Ricans said they appreciated 
the president’s visit, and there was praise for 
Trump even in Playita.

“We have to appreciate this trip,” said 
Lucy Falero, 70, a retired government human 
resources manager.

“We’ve never had a president who’s visited 
after a disaster like this,” she said. “One has to 
congratulate the president for his motivation.”
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