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PROLOGUE



In the summer of 1989, during an interview for a middle school principalship, the superintendent asked if I knew how to construct a schedule. I indicated I could, considering scheduling is a fairly simple task. After all, I had jumped the usual hurdles that elementary principals experience. The school also had two able counselors who had worked with scheduling in the past.


I could not have been more naive. For a month before school opened, the counselors and I worked seven days a week, late into the night, struggling to refine the master schedule so that the 800 students could be placed into classes. Despite our efforts, for the first two weeks of school, twenty to thirty students sat in the auditorium each period, waiting for schedules. Teachers complained that some classes had forty students while others had only ten or twelve. The job got done, but many students were in courses where they had no business being, and some teachers had more students than chairs during some periods of the day.


Ready for change, I attended a scheduling workshop conducted by Bob Hanson, currently with McGraw Hill School Systems, talked to other principals, and met with teachers to gain enough knowledge to sensibly and efficiently bring together students and teachers each period of every day. The counselors, assistant principal, secretaries, teachers, and even some parents became experts at finding strategies to refine the scheduling process. This book is a result of those efforts by the staff at Greenville Texas Middle School. The hope is that others will profit from what we learned.


GWEN SCHROTH





INTRODUCTION




Time is the most valuable thing a man can spend.


—Diogenes Laertius


The Bird of Time has but a little way to fly–and Lo! the Bird is on the wing.


—Edward Fitzgerald (1879)





The goal of current restructuring and reform in education is ultimately to improve student achievement. Yet, decisions about change do not always emanate from within schools. Judgments about how much time and how that time is to be spent, for example, often originate with courts, legislatures, state departments, and local boards. Many of these decisions have significantly influenced schools and classroom schedules.


On the federal level, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 1990 and the more recent interpretation of Section 504 of the 1973 Rehabilitation Act have resulted in the expectation that every teacher can and should make time to address the needs of every student, regardless of the student’s physical or mental ability. A legislative example is Texas’s House Bill 72, adopted in 1984, as a reform measure, which went so far as to mandate the exact number of minutes each subject was to be taught each day. Also at the state level, some departments of education have insisted that schools adopt site-based management, which requires staff and administrator time for successful implementation. And, local school boards may determine how many students a teacher will teach, how long the school day will be, and how many minutes children will spend at recess.


These decisions, made from outside school walls, often fail to include directions for utilization of instructional time. Yet, time is a finite resource. Teachers are asking how they are to meet the increasing demands upon their time while maintaining the goal of increasing student achievement. A report from the National Education Association’s Special Committee on Time Resources (as cited in Dalheim, 1994) states that “Across the nation in schools and districts engaged in transforming schools into more effective learning communities, the issue that has emerged as the most intense and the one that universally dominates discussion is time. . . . In a recent Education Week series, time was identified as one of seven key areas where change must occur for school reform to succeed” (p. 9). Dalheim then quotes Sommerfeld, from the same series, as saying, “We Have Met the Enemy, and They Are Hours.”


Thus, in an effort to spend the “time budget” more wisely, elementary and middle schools are turning to more flexible arrangements. “Block scheduling,” “team teaching,” and “interdisciplinary instruction” have become common terms and reflect an effort to reorganize and restructure the use of time. Orchestrating the school day to make the best use of time in achieving instructional goals places increased demands on administrators as they schedule the school day.


The ability of the school administrator to schedule teachers’ and students’ time so that each receives the most from each school day has become an essential skill. It is here that conceptualizing, organizing, and carrying out detailed planning is most visible. If well done, the schedule will strongly support the instructional and curricular program of the school. On the other hand, if poorly designed, the schedule will be a roadblock to a balanced curriculum and instructional flexibility (Ubben & Hughes, 1992).


WHY THIS BOOK


The National Council for the Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) provides guidelines for educational leadership training for principals. Within the guidelines, Area III, Organizational Leadership, has direct implications for scheduling. This area calls for principals to acquire the knowledge, skills, and attributes to understand and improve the organization and to implement operational plans (Houston et al., 1995). Consequently, this book has been prepared for school administrators at the elementary and middle school levels who need appropriate management techniques for scheduling students into classes. All of the parts of the puzzle will be presented so that the administrator, in piecing them together, can make wise choices regarding the configuration of the school day and implement those decisions efficiently.


The material here is primarily for three groups: (a) The beginning principal, (b) those principals wishing to move either from the elementary to the secondary or from the secondary to the elementary level, and (c) administrators planning to change their scheduling formats, for example, moving to block scheduled, interdisciplinary teams. Pogrow (1996) suggests that practitioners passionately want to help young people and can use assistance in implementing reform. Designing, planning, and implementing any form of scheduling, even the traditional 50-minute period class, is complex. This book can serve as a guide.


The aspiring principal has an added incentive to carefully consider the full gamut of issues surrounding scheduling. Frequently, when interviewed for an administrative position, prospective principals are on the spot to address scheduling-related concerns. This book’s presentation should prepare interviewees to speak with authority about creating the master schedule and accompanying issues such as instructional time, implementing change, staff development, and faculty involvement.


Although discussing a variety of scheduling formats, no one particular type is advocated, because many factors influence such a choice. Budget, student needs, teacher preferences, as well as parent and community desires impact this decision. As a result, scheduling becomes a reflection of each school’s unique needs. Year-long scheduling is not addressed.


The first chapter directs attention to the instructionally related issue of students’ needs, effective teaching practices, staff development, and special populations, focusing on how these relate to scheduling. Chapter 2 details the impact of change on schools and outlines steps for successfully bringing about reform. Chapter 3 discusses the many scheduling-related issues with which a principal must be concerned and presents the advantages and disadvantages of various scheduling options. Chapter 4 describes the process involved in creating a master schedule. Finally, Chapter 5 strives to meet the scheduling-related needs of the elementary principal.



HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE


Although the current burst of interest in redesigning the school day appears innovative, the concept of maximizing use of time through reorganization is not new. Several decades ago, experiments challenged traditional scheduling of elementary students into contained classrooms and secondary students rotating from class to class for 45- to 50-minute class periods. Some of these new configurations failed, but remnants linger in the more flexible arrangements of time and staff. A brief summary of the historical background of scheduling provides a basis for better understanding what is occurring in schools today. Lessons learned from the past provide the building blocks for today’s successes.


In the early 19th century, teachers typically had a limited education and were expected to function well in all subject areas. Much as elementary teachers today, staff at all levels might teach any subject at any time of the day. In the late 1800s, the Carnegie Unit of approximately 50-minute class periods, in which a single subject is taught and for which teachers specialize in particular subject areas, became the most frequently used scheduling format. This continues to be common in secondary schools. With the division of K–12 schools into elementary, junior high, and high schools, the Carnegie Unit was extended to the junior high schools, which were viewed as mini-high schools.


Similarly, elementary schools have blocked periods of time for particular subjects. Unlike middle level schools, elementary school students are placed with the self-contained classroom teacher for the full day. The full-day, one-teacher arrangement opened the door for an important change at the elementary level, the blurring of distinctions between subject areas. Interdisciplinary instruction is becoming more widely adopted at middle as well as elementary schools.


A major change in scheduling the staff’s as well as the students’ day was introduced in 1958, after J. Lloyd Trump first published “An Image of the Future” (Trump, 1958). Holleman (1974) and Trump (1977) describe the radical plan as having three major components: (a) large group (40–150 students) experiences for approximately 30 minutes for motivational purposes, (b) small group reaction and discussion periods for motivation and clarification, lasting also about 30 minutes, and (c) independent study, individually or in groups of three to ten at home, school, or in the community. Instruction was ungraded, and time and space were flexible to allow changes in grouping. The plan failed, partly due to the large amount of unstructured, independent study time for students that they were unable to use profitably.


The Trump Plan did bring to education a clear recognition that (a) some learning activities require more time than others, (b) lectures must be limited, (c) some subjects require daily meetings, and (d) class size can be a variable in the effectiveness of the instructional activity. The Trump Plan also introduced the differentiated staffing concept of groups of teachers, instructional assistants, clerks, aides, specialists, and community consultants working together as teams.


The notion that flexibility in scheduling and use of facilities is beneficial to staff and students led to another unusual experiment in the 1970s: the open school concept (Hurt, 1992). New elementary school buildings did not have divisions between classrooms. Students were able to progress at their own speed, moving from one grade area to another, depending on their progress. Teachers functioned as cooperative teams who facilitated such individualized instruction. The open school concept aroused considerable dissatisfaction for two reasons–the first, pressure from parents who did not support the concept; and second, failure of teachers to implement the concept as they had been trained. Schools soon began to build walls, and new schools had self-contained classrooms again.


In the 1960s and 1970s, with individualized instruction a continued priority, some schools began to modify the lock-step, seven-period day. Termed “modular flexible scheduling,” the plan was to provide greater variability in scheduling time, space, teachers, and students (Wood, Nicholson, & Findley, 1985; Hughes & Ubben, 1980). Dividing the school day into 21 modules of 20 minutes in length, or 105 modules weekly, the plan suggested combining modules to vary class lengths and sizes as needed. The schedule could change from day to day.


Educators found two major problems with modular scheduling (Ubben, 1976). Once the 20-minute modules were divided into workable time periods, teachers tended to lock into those units, failing to make use of the opportunity for flexibility. As with the Trump Plan, discipline problems stemmed from students having long periods of unscheduled time when they were expected to engage in independent study. Ubben aptly questioned the likelihood of student accountability.


In 1964, Beggs described team teaching as combining the talents of staff in the effort to improve instruction, and Keefe (1971) applauded the interdisciplinary model, portraying it as a plan that makes maximum use of teacher potential, comparing it to the hopes that schools have for providing for individual differences of students. With today’s widely adopted middle school concept, teaming has finally found its place and is flourishing.


In the 1970s, with flexibility continuing to be a high priority, fluid-block scheduling became popular in junior high schools (Hughes & Ubben, 1980; Ubben, 1976). This scheduling pattern, evident in middle schools today, allots a block of two to three hours to interdisciplinary teams of teachers to schedule instruction according to students’ needs, hence the term fluid. A variety of options was recommended; for example, two social studies teachers, paired with two language arts teachers could control the use of a three-hour block of time with their assigned 120 students. Another option was allowing a team to schedule an interdisciplinary unit with each teacher contributing to a specialized part of an overall common topic. Any type of fluid-block scheduling could incorporate several single-hour courses during the course of the day.


In the 1970s, Wood, Nicholson, and Findley (1979) proposed other somewhat unusual and less popular alternatives to the conventional Carnegie Unit of fixed length. The revolving-period schedule moved one particular period to different times each week so no one class suffered from such interruptions as assemblies or pep rallies. Still another plan designed to provide flexibility, the period-flexible schedule, provided a daily change in the length of each period, alternating between 30, 60, and 90 minutes. Thus, teachers could plan for at least one activity each week that required a longer segment of time. Another model was the modular schedule, fashioned along Trump’s plan, which broke the day into 14-minute segments allowing for a variety of choices, for example, 14-, 28-, or even 70-minute blocks of time for a class. Still another configuration was the daily demand schedule. A complex arrangement, the schedule changed daily depending on faculty needs, and it required planning with the full-time scheduling coordinator three days in advance.


Another scheduling alternative, popular in the late 1980s and early 1990s, which continues to be effective in middle and high schools today, is the Zero Period schedule. Offered as a solution for older students’ scheduling problems, designated courses begin an hour earlier than the regular school day and allow students to leave an hour earlier or enroll in an extra class. This design alters teachers’ schedules and allows students more flexibility.


The publication of Turning Points (Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development, 1989) brought major changes for middle level schools. Recognizing that junior high schools were simply mirror images of high schools, the Carnegie Council recommended that schools be reconfigured to fit the developmental needs of young adolescents. The traditional schedule seemed to be a major obstacle to providing the desired gradual transition from elementary to high school. The Council found that moving from the stability of the primary classroom to a setting with six or even seven class changes a day left young people feeling lost. The Carnegie Report asserted that students need time to learn and to develop relationships with caring adults in order to achieve. With this recommendation, various forms of block scheduling and interdisciplinary teaming took hold in middle schools across the country. The earlier work by Trump and other researchers provided the preliminary work on which these schools could base their changes. With block scheduling, teachers are given longer periods of time, usually 90 minutes but as much as a half or a whole day, to work with students in one subject. Teaming is an arrangement where a group of teachers, usually four or five, works with 125 to 150 students, creating a school within a school. Teaming can be combined with block scheduling or operate with traditional 45- to 50-minute class periods. Either way, interdisciplinary units of study can be developed to aid students’ understanding of connections between subjects.


Some recurring themes emerge from this history of experimentation. The first is the perceived need for flexibility for teachers as well as students. The second is the emphasis on individualized instruction. The third is the principle that teachers working cooperatively together benefits students. These themes are apparent today in the growing popularity of alternative-scheduling formats, in the off-cited slogan, “All Children Can Learn,” and in the rapid move toward teaming and shared decision making. Although not new, these themes are taking on new meaning as educators seek to ensure that change takes place on all levels, from staff development and instructional delivery to inclusion of the staff, parents, and community in scheduling decisions.
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CHAPTER 1


Instruction




New occasions teach new duties.


—James Russell Lowell


I am not willing that this discussion should close without mention of the value of a true teacher.


—Henry Brooks Adams






INSTRUCTION: A PRIORITY


A book on scheduling would seemingly begin by describing the step-by-step process for building a master schedule, weaving in all of the details for consideration along the way. Such an ordering would be similar to building a house roof first, expecting to pour the foundation at a convenient later date. Preliminary to constructing a schedule is the foundation work of assessing student needs, examining what teachers are doing, and ensuring that classroom instruction is improving student achievement. After teachers have made instruction optimally effective for students, it is appropriate to consider how use of time could further enhance achievement.


Some educators have discovered that ordering of events is necessary. The staff of a middle school in Oregon, seeking to spend time more wisely, began by investigating a variety of scheduling models. To their surprise, they had to identify instructional goals before they could deal with organizational issues such as scheduling (Kentta, 1993). The school schedule, they found, must be designed to support, not drive, the instructional program. In another part of the country, a new principal found middle school teachers’ instructional methods sorely in need of improvement (Schroth & Dunbar, 1993). Scheduling techniques, likewise, were outdated. While more efficient scheduling was an obvious necessity, how and what teachers taught was a clear priority. In this school, streamlining the scheduling process allowed more students to be placed in courses of their choice, teachers to have balanced numbers of students in their classes, and school to open smoothly in the fall, but what took place in the classroom most directly effected higher student achievement, teacher morale, and parent satisfaction.
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