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Welcome to Snow Watch! 

This special system is ready to help you alert the community about any 
closing or delay that affects your organization. We started it years ago to post 
school closings and delays due to snow storms on TV. While that remains its 
primary purpose, over time we've added businesses, government agencies, 
churches, and senior citizen activities to our database. We've added internet 
capacity; you can check your organization's status by going to 
www.abc27.com.  And, while we mainly use Snow Watch for snow, we’ve also 
activated it for freezes, floods, fires, hurricanes, tornados, traffic tieups, and 
even the occasional burst water pipe. 

How Does Snow Watch Work?

Snow Watch is a computerized phone answering and data entry system. 
This means it's an extremely powerful and versatile computer program for 
acquiring data, storing it on a database, sorting it by catagories, and delivering 
it to locations where it can be viewed.

It also means it's one of those annoying automated phone systems no 
one likes dialing into. 

That includes us; and we wouldn't use it if it didn't offer us some major 
advantages. What are these advantages? Well, the absolute number one 
advantage is SPEED. Back when dinosaurs walked the earth, before we had this 
system, everyone had to call in to our newsroom with their closing or delay. 
Someone in the newsroom would have to pick up the ringing phone, get the 
name of the organization, write down the closing message on a slip of paper, 
hang up, and run the slip of paper over to another person who was hunched 
over a keyboard, frantically trying to shovel the information into our on-air 
graphics system. On busy days (and what snow day isn't busy?) our phone lines 
quickly jammed up, and the slips of paper quickly backed up. 

With the Snow Watch automated answering system, your closing or delay 
is in the database as soon as you enter the number for your status line, and 
press the # key. It then goes into the on-air list immediately, and gets 
transferred to our internet list within a couple of minutes.  

http://www.abc27.com/


The second advantage is ACCURACY. When people talk on the phone, all 
sorts of things can go wrong. There may be a bad connection; somebody may 
not say something clearly; somebody may not hear something clearly; and 
sometimes, in the stress and pressure of dealing with snow closings, someone 
might forget to give (or ask for) important parts of the message—like the 
password, or the exact spelling of a school name. Then, of course, there’s that 
fellow frantically typing the information into the computer; the more he types, 
and the faster he types, the more likely he will type something wrong. 

With the Snow Watch system, the chances for error drop. Organization 
names are pre-entered, status lines are already in the system-- and you may be 
sure the computer won't get distracted and forget to ask for your password.
 

And then, there's SECURITY. There have, alas, been cases across the 
country where people have called into TV stations on snow days, and fast-talked 
someone into putting a bogus closing on the air. (That’s why we have an iron-
clad “No password, no airtime” policy.)  An automated system like Snow Watch 
can't be bamboozled or sweet-talked. The computer doesn't care if you're the 
superintendent of a school, head of a business, or a mischief maker trying to 
get a day off; if you don't key in those passcodes, the system won't let you on. 
(Of course, this cuts both ways—the computer also doesn't care who you are if 
you do key in the passcodes.  That's why you have to protect them...) 

At the heart of Snow Watch is the database. To be more precise, we 
should say the databases. We have the list of schools, businesses, churches, 
etc., and another database containing the list of preformatted status lines. Each 
organization is assigned an "Organization ID Number" and "Password" (actually a 
number). 

The Organization ID Number is permanent—the only way we can change 
it is to delete your entry from the database and re-enter it with a new number. 
The Password we can change any time you—or we-- think it is necessary. It is 
testimony to the security of the system and the people using it, that we've only 
had to change a few passwords over the years—and none were changed because 
of any specific security problem. 

Each entry in the database is assigned a specific category. School 
systems, schools, and preschools are sorted by the county they're located in—



Adams, Cumberland, Dauphin, etc. There are also categories for businesses, 
churches, government entities, and senior activities. 

We can pick and choose which categories we show on-air. On snowy 
mornings, first priority goes to schools, then to government for snow 
emergency declarations, then vital human services. (Some, like businesses, are 
internet-only. Keep in mind, though—everything goes to our website, and is 
always there for viewing.)

The status line database contains over 140 preformatted status lines, 
which cover most of the possible snow closing messages. You should have both 
the master list, and a quick reference sheet containing some of the most 
commonly used status lines for your type of organization. 

When you call into the Snow Watch system, the computer will prompt you 
to enter your ID and password, and then have you enter the status line number. 
(We’ll go into this in more detail later.) Once it stores this information, it 
immediately sends organizations that go on-air to a character generator. This is 
the computer that produces all those lines of information you see during one of 
our newscasts—a person’s name and title, locators telling you where the story 
happened, and so forth. Organization that appear on-air go into the queue, and 
will show up the next time an organization’s category goes on-air. Most of the 
time, we air Snow Watch information across the top of the TV screen. 

At the same time the Snow Watch  computer sends the information to the 
on-air list, it’s also readying it for display on the internet. Every few minutes, 
the computer performs a file transfer, sending an updated list of organizations 
to the web site. On a busy snow day, with a long list of closings and delays 
posted, it’s quite possible an organization will show up on our web site before it 
shows up on air!



GETTING READY

So, you’ve tuned in to abc27, you’ve watched our forecast, you know 
you’re going to wake up to a heavy snow, and you’ll have to call in to Snow 
Watch. What can you do to get ready?

The first and most important thing is to make sure all your Snow Watch 
information is in one place. In the past, we’ve had people learn the hard way 
that if you keep passwords in one place, and status lines somewhere else, 
difficulties ensue. This applies to any subordinates you assign closing duties to 
as well—if you give them only partial copies of the Snow Watch packet, they 
won’t have the information they need when they need it most. 

It’s a good idea to keep a copy of Snow Watch  information at your home. 
There’s something vaguely absurd about people slogging their way to their 
office through a foot of snow, just to call us and tell people not to come in—but 
it’s happened. 

Check your status line lists—both of them. The “Quick Reference Sheet” is 
a list of status lines used most often by your type of organization. The master 
list has over 140 status lines to choose from. If you don’t find the status line 
you need in the quick reference, the big list just might have the one you want. 

Give Snow Watch  a test drive. You should make practice runs well before 
any snow event is approaching, both to get familiar with the system, and to find 
out if anything goes wrong when you try to enter information. The sooner we 
know about any problems you have with the system, the sooner we can debug. 
The status line list includes a practice message, number 122—“This is a Test”. 
You can use that for test runs; put it into the system, then go to abc27.com, 
click the “weather” button, scroll down and click on “closings/delays”, and see if 
your organization and message is showing up on the web page.  (Then you can 
practice going in and deleting the message—you’ll see how in the next 
segment.)
 



MAKING A SNOW WATCH CALL

Before you actually make your call to Snow Watch, there are three things 
you need to have ready; your organization ID, your password, and the number 
for the status line you want to use. (None of the 140+ status lines fills the bill? 
We’ll cover that problem later…)

Dial our Snow Watch number, 717-214-3986, using a touch-tone phone. 
When you connect, you’ll hear:

Welcome to the school closing system. Please enter your ID code,  
followed by the pound key.

Enter your organization ID. NOTE: some organizations in the Snow Watch 
system have organization IDs that are the same as their password, and some do 
not. Make sure you don’t mix them up. For security reasons, the system won’t 
tell you if you entered an invalid organization ID—yet. You will now hear:

Please enter your password, followed by the pound key.

After you enter your password, the system will check both Org ID and 
password. If you entered either of them incorrectly, you will hear:

Either your organization ID or your password does not match our  
records. Please enter your ID code, followed by the pound key.

…And you get to try again. If you entered everything correctly, it will 
move on. You will be told what your current status is:

You are currently listed as (status)

Or, if you don’t have a status listed:

You have no active status recorded.

(This particular line has caused confusion in the past—some people who 
heard it thought it meant their organization had somehow been deleted from 



our system. Don’t panic—nothing of that sort happens. This means only that 
your organization has no status line on display at this time—a situation you are 
about to change.)

Please do not hang up until you hear confirmation of your status, or your  
entry will not be recorded.

Please enter a closing status, followed by the pound key. To completely  
remove your current status from the system, press zero-pound. For a listing of  
all available status options, press the star key. You may enter your choice now. 

Well, yes, you can press the star key to hear all the status lines, but you 
better have a lot of time on your hands. It’s a lot quicker and easier to choose 
before you pick up the phone. Snow Watch will now confirm your entry:

You chose (status line). If this is correct, press 1. To change your entry,  
press 2. 

If you press 1, and you did everything right, you will hear:

Your status has been recorded. You may now hang up. Thank you. 

Snow Watch will now automatically send your closing or delay to the on-
air display immediately and to the internet at www.abc27.com within a few 
minutes.



YOU CAN’T FIND A STATUS LINE THAT FITS. NOW WHAT?

OK, so you’ve checked your quick reference sheet and can’t find a status 
line that fits your situation. You’ve even been extra thorough, gone through the 
140+ status line master list, and STILL can’t find a status line that fits. It could 
be, for instance, you have a situation that affects only one school in your school 
district. Or perhaps you’ve found a status line that covers part of your situation, 
but you have more information you need to get on the air. What do you do?

Simple—it’s time to talk to a human. This is when you call the station at 
either 717-236-1444, or 1-800-FON-WHTM. You give your information 
(including your ID code and password! We can’t stress that enough…) to 
whomever you talk with, and we put it on the air. It’s not as fast as using the 
automation system, but it will get the information where it needs to be.

Some people do what we call splitting the difference. They will use the 
automated system to put in a preformatted status line, then call us with 
additional information.

What should you keep in mind when you compose your special message? 
KEEP IT SIMPLE. Remember, our on-air display space is limited. A lengthy, 
complicated message will fall off the edge of the TV screen. If your message is 
too long, we have to trim it to fit. Also, keep in mind that if it’s so complicated 
we have to trim, it could also be so complicated that it’ll confuse the people who 
see it. 

Not only is our display space limited; so is our on-air display time. Each 
closing message is up for only a few seconds, and then the next message comes 
on. If the viewer is a slow reader, those few seconds may not be time enough for 
the person to get through your long message. So, for reasons of both space and 
time, “short and sweet” is the rule.



HOW ABOUT JUST E-MAILING YOUR CLOSING?

E-mailing a closing would seem, at first glance, to be an ideal way to get 
your information to us. After all, we do have an e-mail address for Snow Watch, 
snowwatch@abc27.com. Just type out the closing or delay, send it off, it gets to 
us immediately, and we put it on the air, right?

Well, not exactly…

For starters, e-mail isn't always the instantaneous process people think it 
is. (The author speaks from experience here; he’s seen e-mails arrive in his 
inbox two DAYS after they were sent.) And even if a message does wing its way 
swiftly through the internet, and arrives in our inbox within seconds of being 
sent, it will then...just...sit...there until someone actually checks the inbox. That 
could be minutes after it was sent; on a busy day, with everyone scrambling to 
take care of getting news on the air, your message could languish for HOURS. 
Either way, it’s delayed. So please, use our automated system, or give us your 
message over the phone. Either way will be faster and more reliable than e-mail.

So why do we have an e-mail address for Snow Watch? Simple—it’s for 
everything except closings and delays. Questions about how Snow Watch works, 
notice of changes in contacts, addresses, company names, etc., suggestions for 
improving Snow Watch—such are the sorts of messages for which we 
established the snowwatch@abc27.com mailbox. (Including, of course, 
suggestions for improving this user guide…)

 We hope you’ve enjoyed this brief tour of the Snow Watch  system. We 
hope even more that we’ve answered most, if not all, of the questions you may 
have about how the system works. We are always looking for ideas to improve 
our service; we welcome your suggestions. Our contact information, once again:

Snow Watch 
abc27, WHTM-TV

3235 Hoffman Street
Harrisburg, PA  17110

717.236.1444 snowwatch@abc27.com  
And as ever, thank you for your interest in Snow Watch!
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