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COMPILATION: Effect of block scheduling on student achievement

(Two separate conversations; one in Jan. 2004 and the other in Dec. 2005.)

Date:    Wed, 28 Jan 2004 

From:    Matt Watson 

Subject: block schedules

     My high school is likely to adopt a form of block scheduling in the next two years. I was hoping that someone would be able to direct me to studies of schools (or school districts) on block scheduling and its effect (good or bad) on high school science instruction.

     ------------------------------

Date:    Wed, 28 Jan 2004 

From:    Jane Jackson <jane.jackson@ASU.EDU>

     As a starter, download the compilations on block scheduling, at  <http://modeling.asu.edu>, then click on 'Modeling Instruction in HS Physics', then scroll down and click on

  "Archives of teacher contributions to the Modeling listserv".

     ------------------------------

Date:    Fri, 30 Jan 2004 

From:    Brian Martin 

     I've taught Science and Math on "traditional" 50 minute and 45 minute periods, on 90 minute "Accelerated" Blocks and 5 1/2 years on 85 minute A/B Blocks with a Seminar period.

     My thoughts:  I would never want to teach science on a "traditional" schedule again. Block was certainly made for lab sciences. Math on Block schedule is tough, especially if the teacher tries to chalk and talk for 85 minutes. And Math is just as bad if the teacher tries to do two lessons per day on Block or uses half the period each class for the kids to do their homework.

     But the "accelerated" block is the worst. Accelerated is when the students only have 4 classes per semester and are expected to finish a year's material in one semester. It is too much, too fast and likely to kill any AP science program regardless if the students take AP in the fall or the spring. That said, I'm no great advocate of AP science courses.

     But the A/B Block where the kids meet every other day (A day has periods 1-4 and B day has periods 5-8 with one period a Seminar that allows kids to go work every other day with the teacher in the course they need help) has worked well for me for Bio, Physical Science, Physics and AP Physics. And it was great for my first year of Modeling as well.
     I know you were looking for data from studies, but I thought anecdotal responses couldn't hurt.

     ------------------------------

Date:    Sat, 31 Jan 2004 

From:    Charity Miller 

     My school runs on an interesting schedule. Each class meets for three 45-minute periods and one 90-minute period each week. It's the strangest schedule I've ever seen, but I absolutely love it. It's the best of both worlds because there's time for labs (or projects in other disciplines), but there is also process time. No two days have the same schedule, so there is some initial confusion, but the kids catch on fast. When we have a short week and run on a traditional schedule both students and teachers complain about how much more stressed they feel having to switch gears so many times in one day.

     ------------------------------

Date:    Sat, 31 Jan 2004 

From:    Ron McDermott 

     My experience has been with alternating single (42 minute) and double (84 minute) periods throughout the year.  This results in 7.5 contact periods per week.  Block schedules seem to always involve me losing some of my contact time.  ... My school, too, is looking at block scheduling, and I'm dreading what I perceive as the consequences.

     ------------------------------

Date:    Sun, 1 Feb 2004 

From:    Paul Bianchi 

     The University of Virginia's education department has a a webpage devoted to a summary of research involving block scheduling. They teach a lot of ed courses involving blocking which makes me slightly suspicious, but then they were one of the only places I found that bothered to cite data from experiment too. They break the research down into fairly specific findings as well, which was interesting.  Have a look at http://curry.edschool.virginia.edu/centers/ciss/learned.html
     ------------------------------

Date:    Mon, 2 Feb 2004 

From:    Brenda Royce 

     I taught on a compressed block schedule of 1-semester-long classes for about 6 years.  I loved the blocks of time to deal with labs and whiteboarding, but it became especially evident when I moved to a more traditional schedule of year-long classes, that processing time is definitely sacrificed on a compressed block schedule. My current freshman physics students can get farther than my jr/sr physics students on a semester block schedule.

     I have some limited experience with a year-long block schedule during student teaching, and it had some real advantages of being able to schedule time-intensive activities into the longer periods (such as labs).  I also noted that with long class periods (especially our compressed block) it took more attention from the teacher to keep the students from falling into the illusion they had 'lots of time' to finish and so drag out the activities of the day and thereby lose instructional time.

     The pacing of 90-minute classes isn't that hard if you are aware of the pitfalls and are willing to be creative.  I also found students could focus for 90 minutes of intense work when they were actively engaged and saw purpose to the activity. Absences are a problem.  Lecture and skill-drill only can be deadly (modeling works great!).  Hint: a kitchen timer set to target-times for block-day activities helps keep the time from getting away from you when you must accomplish multiple activities in one class period.

     I would not likely choose to go back to a compressed block schedule.  I can teach more content when the students have more calendar time to process the ideas - it's more than just instructional minutes that count.  But, I would consider some form of a year-long block schedule in the future.
     ------------------------------

Date:    Tue, 3 Feb 2004 

From:    Wayne Finkbeiner 

    I have had a lot of success with Block Scheduling in two different school districts.  I have tracked my AP scores and they have even gone up with Block Scheduling.  

    At Central Bucks School District from which I am retired, we taught Physics and AP Physics as semester courses.  Physics was taught as Mechanics first semester and E&M plus light, which was taught second semester.  The students did not have to take both semesters and neither had a physics prerequisite.  The AP Physics C is taught as the initial physics course and again as semesters.  The first semester is Mechanics (this year they have three classes approximately 75) and the second semester is E&M (dropped to one class approximately 25) The students do very well on the AP Exam and the juniors do very well on the SAT II's (average in the mid 700's) because when I was there we taught light, etc after the AP exam and the juniors took SAT II's in June.  It is not all about testing, but to parents, administrators and the kids this is what counts.  But with the modeling you are able to give them a good sense of physics with the rigors of the math.  

     I am in a new school district that has physics (Block) one semester before they can take the AP which is Block every day for the first semester and Block every other day for the second semester.  It seems to be working very well where you can model in the Physics course and cover up to Momentum and then the principles carry over to the AP.  I have data that supports that the students do very well under these conditions.
A SIMILAR CONVERSATION IN DECEMBER 2005
Date:    Thu, 1 Dec 2005 

From:    WILLIAM JAMESON 

Subject: FCI scores and Block scheduling

My school is looking at changing our class-period structure, and I'm chairing the committee.

Does anyone have hard data about the effects of block scheduling vs 'traditional' length classes on student performance, such as measured by (but not limited to) FCI scores?


------------------

Date:    Fri, 2 Dec 2005 

From:    Janice Hudson 

We went to block scheduling the year I started using the modeling strategy in physics.  I still saw significant gains in the students' FCI scores. However, I think the scores could have been even better if we had not changed to 4 X 4 block scheduling.  With the switch from a six period day to four 1.5 hour classes per day, each course lost the equivalent of six weeks of instructional time.  This was a tremendous loss.  On a positive note, the1.5 hour class is great for labs.

------------------

Date:    Sat, 3 Dec 2005 

From:    mitchell johnson 

For Wayne Finkbeiner's paper on block scheduling follow this link.

     <http://modeling.asu.edu/modeling/BlockSchedSpeech.html>

While Wayne mostly discusses his AP students, there is some discussion on his regular students too.  My biggest complaint is that you lose 25% of class time with block.  I think it short-changes the kids, not the top kids but the middle.  We take those middle kids who are getting progressively less prepared for real high school and would have trouble doing work for 6 classes and in Las Vegas they give them 8 classes and cut the time by a quarter.  What I see and hear is teachers are still doing their 1-hour lessons and giving the students the rest of the time to do their homework.  The reason they do that is three-fold.  First: they know that if they don't the students who will do the homework is less than half; second: because they are carrying 200-250 students the teachers need this time to correct all of the papers; and third: no administrator is going to leave the office and check what is going on because if you are passing everyone you are a great teacher even if half should fail.



-------------------------------------

Date:    Sun, 4 Dec 2005 

From:    "R. McDermott" 

     My district is discussing block scheduling as well (apparently this has been ongoing for at least seven years!).  The potential time loss issue is to be dealt with by giving lab sciences three of the four blocks (which comes to 240 minutes in a 4-day period).  We currently have alternating single and double periods that total 252 minutes in a 4-day period.  They tell us that the twelve minutes is compensated for by having eliminated passing times <g>.  If science has to go for this, we're holding out for a cap of 24 kids per science class.

     Science is well-equipped to make a change since we currently HAVE double periods and ample activities to use that time productively.  Still, anyone who understands computer files knows that as you increase the size of the storage blocks, the waste increases as well.  You have to fill the full block, and the material takes whatever time it takes.  You're bound to finish early at times, and have to push stuff off to the next day at times.

     Non-science departments, interestingly enough, seem to be the ones pushing the block schedule.  They can think of a few "neat" topics and activities they can do with the kids, but overlook that they have to have these neat activities for EVERY class.  The result is that they end up putting in activities simply as a change of pace -- some that they would not have otherwise done.  Since they have the same total time available as before, they must reduce the time they spend on the stuff they considered to be necessary previously.  Imo, avoiding this requires a substantial funding effort to train teachers how to use a block effectively, as well as for curriculum writing to come up with productive activities.  Most of the time, funding is not forthcoming.

     Now, for Bill Jameson, I would refer you to <http://www.jefflindsay.com/Block.shtml>  which makes the case against block scheduling.  It includes mention of a study that was done by the Canadian education department (not sure of the actual title) regarding math scores pre and post block.  They found that "traditional" scheduling outperformed ALL varieties of "block" scheduling, and I believe that Canada may have subsequently reverted to traditional scheduling (please don't hold me to that last part).  I've been told that there is data around to suggest that standardized scores (SAT, AP) have a strong tendency to drop after implementation of block.  Again, as above, I don't think it's block that is the problem per se, but instead that (sufficient) training and curriculum writing are usually not available to do the job properly.  It's notable, however, that NO ONE has ever claimed that block scheduling improves learning by any objective measurement, and there is significant evidence to the contrary.  Typically, districts go to block for reasons other than academics (crowd control in the halls, "atmosphere", less stress, fewer subjects per day, better classroom availability, increasing teacher loads/sections taught, reducing lunch time which compensates for insufficient capacity, students do their homework - in class, etc).


---------------------

Date:    Sun, 4 Dec 2005 

From:    Don Yost 

    It's too bad "block schedule" has come to mean the "copernican plan".  In 1962, a paper entitled "The Cordova Plan" was published suggesting a block schedule which ran single classes for one day a week, followed by double period 1,3,5 and then double period 2,4,6.  More time is spent in class than in traditional classes and it has worked very well with modeling.  We have had this block schedule for 44 years.  It's unfortunate that Block schedule has come to mean one form of schedule which has less class time and no time to digest material. 

   Next time someone suggests adopting a "block schedule", look around.  There is more than one form of Block.


-----------------------

Date:    Mon, 5 Dec 2005 

From:    "Hubbard, Garrett S." 

     I have been teaching block scheduling since I began teaching physics.  I also had alternating day block scheduling as a student in Virginia.  I have a couple of comments.

1) Labs are much easier to be successfully completed in a block schedule.  You have time to do some pre-lab stuff, the lab and start discussing/whiteboarding the lab all in one class period.  This keeps the momentum going instead of breaking up the time spent on the lab.

2) Block scheduling requires a different approach to many issues.  I think block scheduling fits in well with modeling because 90 minutes is much too long for students to sit and listen to lectures.  This demands a more hands on approach to teaching.
3) How do people figure that 6 weeks of instructional time is lost to changing to block scheduling?  I need to see your work on this answer.


------------------------------

Date:    Mon, 5 Dec 2005 

From:    Sherry Brown 

     My previous school was on 90-minute blocks meeting every other day for the year. 90 days x 90 minutes = 8100 minutes per year (180 day academic calendar).

     Prior to this I was on 55-minute periods every day (linear schedule). 55 minutes x 180 days = 9900  minutes per year.

     Difference 9900 minutes - 8100 minutes = 1800 minutes per year or 32.7 class periods on the linear schedule. That is six weeks, give or take.

     This does not take into account for time lost to assemblies and the like on the linear schedule. They were careful not to cut into class time on the 90-minute periods because of the reduced contact time. Instead it was taken out of the *daily* 30-minute advisory/homeroom.

     I felt the difference the first year and adjusted after that. Still, we never finished as much material as on the traditional schedule. That comment, of course, opens a different discussion.

     Now, I'm back to 55 minutes and don't like it. It doesn't work for developing ideas, just as we start...the bell rings. Meeting every day seems to encourage  "let's move on" even when I know kids need the gift of time.
     I cannot comment on accelerated block schedules (a year's work done in one semester).                             
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