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Moving to longer
schedule blocks can
help schools _focus
more on depth in
the curriculum and
active student
engagement. But
unless teachers get |
substantial time to |
develop and reflect

on new practices— |

and unless the
needs of students
drive the use of
time—a long-block
schedule won’t
accomplish much.

BY KATHLEEN CUSTIMAN

Using Time Well:

Schedules in Essential Schools

SUDDENLY THE SCHEDULE IS
the hot topic in school reform,
Frustrated by pressures to deepen
student engagement and under-
standing, and fired by new tech-
niques that cast them as coaches,
not Jecturers, more teachers than
vver are protesting that they just
don't have enough time in the day
{o da what's right in the classroom.
Time to meet thoughtfully with
their colleagues also comes dear,
they say, just when professional
dcvulnpmcnt is more impurtant
than ever.

Littte wonder that meeting halls
at such gatherings as the National
Association of Secondary School
Principals (NASSI?) convention are
thronged with school people secking
answers through recasting their
schedules. The 1994 government-
sponsored report Prisoners of Time
ealls for radical reorganization of the
school day to support increased
lvarning by both students and
teachers. A 1994 Educational
Research Study named tonger-block
scheduling as one of seven primary
indicators of major restructuring,
And a move to lenger-block sched-
ules is sweeping the country, with
surprisingly little resistance from
even the most conservative camps.

Yet what of imporlance lies
behind the move 1o reschedule
schools? Ina system long modeled
alter the factory or the monastery—
where regulating time serves the
purpose of social control as much as

learning—whose interests does the
school schedule really reflect? 1f
schools truly committed to becoming
learning communities, not baby-
sitting services or selection agencies
for employers and colleges, how
might their use of time alter?

“We must redesign education
so that time becomes a factor sup-
porting education, not a boundary
marking its limits,” the Prisoners of
Time report asserts. In this view,
might the school schedule free itself
from its linear bonds and shape
itself instead to students’ learning
needs and outcomes? If this invites
a chaos too threatening to contem-
plate, the boldest Essential schools
nonetheless are trying to find more
resilient ways to organize their time
so that it meets the needs of their
particular students and teachers.

How We Regard School Time

In an era when American adoles-
cents spend a lot more time work-
ing outside jobs or watching televi-
sion than they do studying, the
issue of time in school is entangled
in several political, social, and
financial scenarios. Most other
countries, for example, place outside
the “academic dav” a host of school-
related activities (including remedi-
ation, enrichment, and practical
matters like driver education) that
Americans fit inte the standard six
hours of school. Alarmed by
rhetoric comparing U.S. education
unfavorably to that in other nations,




—

more states are now moving toward
requiring a heavier academic core,
and extending the school day has
emerged as a reform strategy that is
controversial mostly because of its
cist in teacher salaries.

But if teachers want to know
students well enough to coach them
long and hard in using their minds
well, it may mean more than simply
beefing up requirements within the
conventions of the traditional school
day. Instead, “school time” will have
terdeepen and strengthen the acad-
emic curriculum outside as well as
tiside the classroom, and provide
wiatys for everyone to learn from each
other all day long. The very idea
zoes to the heart of Essential School
principles, and 1o the core of the
school schedule problem; but experi-
ence proves it easier said than done,

School peaple tend to change
their scheduales for several reasens
these days. Either they think longer
class periods will prsh teachers

away from lectures and toward
more student-centered classroom
practices; or they have already
adopted sych practices and find they
need more time to do them well. In
somi cases, as when teams of teach-
ers share very leng blocks with the
same group of students, they are
aiming to adapt time to the purposes
of vach day’s work. Or sometimes,
daunted by increased state require-
ments, schools turn to semester
block scheduling merely to add an
etghth course to the year's total, and
st avotd sacrificing electives and
vocational courses on the altar of
core academics.

In almaost every change, though,
school schedulers are now looking
to lengthened class periods for
redemption from their woes, A host
of "long-block schedules™ has
sprung up, cach with their pros and
cons, and schools with experience in
trying them are flooded with visitors.
Meanwhile, teachers and adminis-

trators have groswn fluent in the
scheduler's lingo of “double-blocks,”
“skinnies,” and “common planning.”

But whether the long block
offers salvation or merely this :
decade’s trendy placebo depends ;
more on why than on how the day |
looks different. Linless the quality of
student-teacher interchanges drives
the schedule, it seems, schools will
simply be putting the old wine of
the shopping-mall high school into
the new bottles of long blocks.

What are the Goals?

“When our school first began its
work in the Coalition, Sherry King
asked people not to use the schedule
as the entry point,” says Kathy
Mason, who succeeded King in 1993
as principal of Croton-Harmon High
School in New York's Hudson
Valley. “Instead of tinkering with
change, teachers were to ook at
what kind of teaching and learning
they wanted, and then figure out

Basic “4 by 4" semester block schedule.

Students take four courses each semester for about 90
mintites & day; teachers teach three courses per semester.
Some blocks are split into two 45-minute periods for
lunch or short electives, Similar schedules are used at
Nable High School (Berwick, ME); Coral Springs (FL)
High School; and Reynoldsburg (OH) High School.

Intensive foreign language acquisition using the
“4 by 4” semester block schedule,

This shows how a student could experience a semester-
long Ianguage immersion (perhaps including a foreign
exchange) after taking an introductory language course
the semester before. {Both schedules on page 2 reprinted
from R. L. Canady, Black Scheduling, with permission.)

Semester 1

P Course 1
2
I
3
Course 2
R 4
5
| Course 3
8]
)
7
Course 4
[ 8

Semester 2 Blocks

Block 1
(90 min.)

Course 5

Block 2

(85 min.)
Course b

Lunch

(35 min.)
Course 7 Block 3

(90 min.)

Block 4

Course 8 (90 min.)

Fall Semester Spring Semester

Course French 2-4
Course 2
Lunch Lunch

Course 3 French 2-4

Course 4
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how to get it on a schedule." Today,
Crottin-i farmon is moving steadily
toward longer blocks (ke page 5),
unafraid to keep shifting its sched-
ule as it identifies new priorities.
"This year all our seventh-grade
teachers are meeting regularly to
simulate how they would like to be
working with the ‘whole child:
Mason says. "We've asked them to
tell us what kind of chedule would
be,t serve the best ideas they come
up with."

1-ypically, schcx>15 move to
longer blocks when they are seeking
m<,re depth i n fewer "subjects,"” (>r
want to integrate their studics by
offering, My, humanitks instead of
Engli,h, art, ind social «tudies. l.ong
bic jcks make it ea,ier for classes to
practice applying knowledge via
hustaired projects, and they facilitate
train-traching. 1.(ing blocks bring
down tht-number (if studente a
teacher will have (at least during
each semester and po,sibly for the
whole year), which makes it easier
to know every student weil.
Depending on the schedule, long
blocks can offer more sustained
planning time for teachers to work
logrther. And in the very flexible
long-block scheduirs mcist often used
by midd le schools, teams of teacher-
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Three 100-minute classes a day on alternating days year-long

This "extended schedule" at Gig Harbor High School near Tacoma, Washington
also includes a 30-minute period four times a week for advisory teams and/or
sustained silent reading (SSR). Teachers have 100 nunutes of planning time
every other day, and an extra half hour at the end of the day Friday, when
students are dismissed early. Some team-taught integrated courses meet daily.

MON. TUES. WED. THURS. FRI.
(.186% 1 Class 2 Class 1 Class 2 Class 1
1 05 min, 105 min. 105 min. 105 min. 105 min
Break
Advis. Team SSR Advis. Team SSR
Break Break Break Break
Class 3
100 min.
Class 3 Class 4 Class 3 Class 4
INN) min. 100 min. 1(K) min 100 min.

Lunch. 30 m.

1.unch, 30 m. Lunch, 30 m. 1-unch, 30 m. Lunch, 30m.
Class 5
100 min.
Class 5 Class 6 Class 5 Class 6
100 min. 100 min. 100 min. 100 min.
Team PIng.

generalists can adapt day by day so
as to shift groups of students with-
out tracking, carry out special activi-
ties, and tailor what they teach to the
times of day in which kids learn best.

Not When, but How

But mist high schools are still wed-
ded to the -course" as a unit of
study, and so they organize their
days into configurations of courses
through which large numbers of
students must progress in an orderly
way to meet graduation require-
ments. (Central Park East Secondary
School in New York City, where a
comprehensive portfolio of student
work provides the evidence for
graduation, is a rare excepticm. Its
long-Nock schedule and others are
described in 1 k )1:Ac H, Vi)|. 5. No. 4.)
1-eaving that premise intact. many
schools interested in deepening
student eiigagement turil tlieir

3

energies toward devising a course
schedule that gives more sustained
time blocks for each class.

In Broward County, Florida, ten
high schools voted to adopt a "four-
by-four" semester block schedule in
1995 after teachers, district adminis-
trators, and parents spent a year
investigating the alternatives. (See
sidebar, page 2.) Now, many teach-
ers at Fort Lauderdale High School
have "traded in their desks for
tables and started getting to know
their kids better,"” says Fran
Vandiver, the new principal there.
At least three-quarters of the teach-
ers from rescheduling schools
showed up at voluntary summer
workshops on teaching strategies for
longer blocks. And many faculties,
like Vandiver's, are continuing their
exploration of new techniques in
regular workshops and study groups
scheduled into the school day.
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