
YEAR-ROUND SCHOOLS IN NORTH CAROLINA:

A Firsthand Look

by Mike McLaughlin

Everette  Simmons sweated the start of

the 1995-96 high school football
season. As superintendent of the
Newton-Conover Public Schools,

Simmons had been instrumental in the move to
switch the high school to a year-round calendar.
The school's athletics director opposed the
move, and in small town North Carolina, a high
school athletics director carries a lot of clout. A
bad season could mean a bad end for mandatory
year-round schools in Newton-Conover.

The team went 10-0. "I'm glad that oc-
curred," says Simmons. "Knock on wood."'

Like the Newton-Conover football team,
year-round schools are on a roll in North Caro-
lina.  At last  count,  111 schools had converted to
a year-round calendar, the third highest total in
the nation. To get a firsthand look at these pro-
grams, the Center visited year-round programs
in the Newton-Conover City Schools, the
Mooresville Graded School District, and the
Wake County Public Schools. The Center also
discussed with education officials decisions to
shelve year-round experiments in Blowing Rock,
N.C., and in the Catawba County Schools.
Here's what we found:

Newton-Conover  City  Schools

Newton and Conover are a pair of smallCatawba County towns joined at the
middle. "When the mama town gave birth, she
had twins," says Everette Simmons, the superin-
tendent of the Newton-Conover City Schools.
The mutual boundary isn't the only thing joining
the two towns. They also share the only school
system in the state that has mandated year-round
schools for every student.

But Superintendent Simmons is well aware
that could change. The school board re-adopts
the calendar every year, and there is mounting
disaffection with the mandated calendar-par-
ticularly at the high school level. In January
1997, the year-round calendar passed by a 4-2

vote-with some modifications, and Newton-
Conover's commitment to year-round schools
was reaffirmed for another year.

The vote was no doubt a relief to five teach-
ers at Thornton Elementary School, who, on the
last day of school before a five-week break,
jumped at Simmons' spur of the moment invita-
tion to stay after school and discuss the year-
round calendar. Each of these teachers offered a
glowing account of the calendar's merits. "From
an exceptional children standpoint, it's unbeliev-
able the amount of retention of materials," says
Pat Rice, a special education teacher with 30
years of classroom experience. "You don't have
to spend half the year teaching what you taught
before."

The five credited the calendar with every-
thing from easing problems with after-school
care, to improved  classroom  behavior, to pre-
venting vandalism committed by bored school
children  on long summer  breaks.

And according to these teachers, most par-
ents and students like the calendar as much as
they do. "One of my little boys told me the other
day he wished he could spend the night," noted
one teacher.

Scores on End-of-Grade tests at Thornton
soared in 1995-96, with fourth graders notching
a 30-point gain to exceed the state average in

writing.' Whether because of a new principal,
the calendar, or some other factor, the gains were
impressive in this small school in a less affluent
area of the school district.3

Newton-Conover lies at the heart of the in-
dustrialized Catawba River Valley-a major fur-
niture production center and the sock-making
capital of the nation. Mill and factory jobs pre-
dominate, and in most households with school-
age children, both parents work. Year-round
schools with shorter breaks dispersed over the
course of the year-buttressed by before- and
after- school care and special programs during

Mike McLaughlin is editor of  North Carolina Insight

32 NORTH CAROLINA INSIGHT



the breaks-seem a solid match for these kinds
of households. "We have one of the highest per-
centages of mothers in the labor force in the

state," says Simmons. "We also have a higher
percentage of single parents. We saw year-round
schools better fitting into those lifestyles."

Yet year-round schools are not universally
popular. Two board members-Fielding Clark
II, a lawyer practicing in Hickory, and Dr. Alan
Forshe, a physician with a family practice in
Newton, remain firmly opposed to the calen-
dar-and they are trying to win other board
members to their point of view. Their opposi-
tion stems primarily from the school system's
decision to mandate the year-round calendar at
the high school level.

But there are critics at the elementary and
middle school levels as well. Simmons has
found that traditional households-those in
which one parent stays home and the other wins
the bread-are the ones most likely to favor a
traditional calendar. Simmons has heard all the
complaints. "`You're taking away from our fam-
ily time, our quality time together, our time for
the swimming pool or the house at the lake."'
And he is not entirely unsympathetic.

Ideally, Simmons says, year-round schools
would have remained optional. But at Newton-
Conover, year-round schools represent the ex-
periment that took over the lab. The experiment
began when a high school principal won a $1,000
grant and used it to go to a year-round schools
conference in San Diego, Calif. Next came a task
force and the development of a school-within-a-
school experiment for grades kindergarten

through five. This gave students a choice of both
calendars. But by the second year, 62 percent of
students were choosing year-round. "If it went
above 65 percent, there wouldn't have been
enough to have one traditional class at each grade
level," says Simmons.

Simmons decided the time had come to
choose between year-round and traditional, and
he chose year-round. The school board agreed,
and embarked on a mission to convert all of the
schools. With all schools on the same calendar,
scheduling conflicts would be minimized for par-
ents with children at more than one school. In the
third year, Newton-Conover converted the
middle school to a year-round schedule. The
high school was last to convert, in 1995-96.

Within four years, the Newton-Conover Schools
had gone from no year-round schools to man-
dated year-round schools for the entire system.

Simmons supports year-round schools be-
cause of the educational benefits he perceives
and because he believes the schedule and sup-
port activities better suit the lifestyles of work-
ing parents-not to relieve overcrowding. In
fact, the student population at Newton-Conover
is shrinking a little and now stands at about 2,700
students. The schools operate on a single-track
system, meaning all students attend on the same
schedule-45 days in class followed by breaks
of three- to five-weeks.

Simmons sees the opportunity for extending
the school year during breaks as the most impor-
tant advantage the year-round calendar has over
the traditional. Many year-round schools offer
remediation during breaks only to students in
danger of failing. But Newton-Conover has at-
tempted to broaden the appeal of these intensive
five-day sessions through grade enhancement.
Students earning a B or lower can improve their
marks by one letter grade if they perform satis-
factorily during the break. Those earning A's
get the reward of a longer vacation. But for many
students, the school year can be extended to the
equivalent of 200 days.

Optional non-school activities called enrich-
ment can extend the year even further, but these
will be eliminated for the 1997-98 school year
due to declining interest on the part of parents
and students, Simmons says. Enrichment pro-
grams have included such opportunities as trips
to the Outer Banks on the coast or to the western
North Carolina ski slopes, as well as more practi-
cal activities such as a week-long "orientation to
the justice system" program that includes court-
room observation and a student-run mock trial.

But Simmons says enrichment "never
reached its full potential." The school board
voted to drop it, shorten the breaks between ses-
sions to two weeks, and lengthen the summer
vacation to eight weeks effective for the 1997-
98 school year. While dropping enrichment, the
calendar changes preserve the grade enhancing
review sessions for students who fall behind in
their studies. "We are, in a sense, trying to reach
some sort of compromise to make the summer as
long as possible and at the same time maintain

-continues
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The whole thing is, Newton-

Conover is  geeing and the rest of

the state is hawing,

-FIELDING CLARK II

OPPONENT OF YEAR-ROUND SCHOOLS

the integrity of the remediation program," says
Simmons. "Intersession is the key," he says. "If
you do not do anything with it, there is not any
reason to continue with the year-round calendar."

Implementing the year-round schedule at
the high school level has been the greatest chal-
lenge. There, Simmons says, both teachers and
students have resisted the change. "You can
take a horse to water, but you can't make him
drink," says Simmons. " I guarantee you there
are some high school students who are failing,
and a lot of those kids will not come back for
that extra week of help."

Critics of the calendar, however, say the real
blame lies with the administration for trying to
force-feed the high school an ill-conceived idea.
"I think at the high school level it is not working
at all," says school board member Clark. "It
causes more problems than the benefits you get
out of it." Clark cites problems with staffing
remediation and enrichment sessions at high
school, as well as the logistical difficulties of
Newton-Conover students being on a different
schedule than the rest of the high school students
across the state. "The teachers want out. The
students want out. There is no real benefit other
than the preference of wanting to go to school in
the summer or be off. It may look good on pa-
per, but in the practical application of it, it's not
working. It probably would work with a mag-
net-type school where people who wanted to
could send their child there."

Clark says the five-week break is too short
for students to get a summer job, and Newton-
Conover students miss out on summer activities
for teens such as Governor's School and summer
camp. "The whole thing is, Newton-Conover is
geeing and the rest of the state is hawing," says
Clark. "There's more to learning than what's

written in a book. What teen can get a job? All
they do, my teens, they sit around and watch
TV."

Despite such complaints ,  Simmons says
disruptions at the high school caused by the year-
round schedule have been minimal. He says con-
flict with summer jobs also has been minimal
because most students who work do so through-
out the year ,  not just during the summer break.
Scheduling conflicts for such extracurricular ac-
tivities as band and sports also have been less a
problem then the critics predicted ,  Simmons
says.

Still, board member Forshe, the physician,
believes community opposition ultimately will
end the Newton-Conover experiment. "It wasn't
marketed correctly ,  it's not effective, and it
won't be effective ,"  says Forshe, "and I don't
think it will be very long -lived in this commu-
nity.... I ran openly against it and got elected
easily. That should tell them [school administra-
tion officials ]  something."

Forshe notes that SAT (Scholastic Assess-
ment Test) scores at the high school dropped by
24 points for the 1995-96 school year, a drop he
attributes to discontent about the calendar. "Ba-
sic discontent pervades our school system," says
Forshe. "The public perception around our town
is, the year-round calendar is causing us to drop
[in SAT scores]."

But Sam McRee, a school board member at
Newton -Conover and a high school guidance
counselor in a neighboring school system, says
the critics should give the calendar more time.
The drop in  the SAT  score, he says, came during
the first year the calendar was implemented-too
early to blame the drop in scores on the calendar.

I don't think  we will ever get

all of the people to like

one way  or  the other.

-EVERETTE SIMMONS

SUPERINTENDENT

NEWTON-CONOVER SCHOOLS

ADVOCATE OF YEAR-ROUND SCHOOLS
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Some students who took the test only had been
on the calendar a few months.

McRee, in fact, sees potential for improving
academic performance through the calendar, par-
ticularly if students take advantage of review
time offered when students are on break. "In the
public schools, we never have time to stop, re-
group, and remediate and catch kids up when
they fall behind, and this is the ideal way to do
that," says McRee. "My daughter got behind in
geometry. She went back after nine weeks [for a
week-long review], and it was perfect for her."

Advocates of the year-round calendar were
buoyed by the January 1997 release of the school
system's 1995-96 state report card, which
showed Newton-Conover students to be above
the state average on 10 of 11 indicators. Still,
the transition to mandatory year-round schools
has not been entirely smooth, and as Simmons is
quick to point out, the calendar is adopted annu-
ally. It remains to be seen whether Newton-
Conover's distinction as the only school system
with mandated year-round schools will continue
for long. "We've still got a lot of obstacles to
overcome," says Simmons. "I don't think we
will ever get all of the people to like one way or
the other."

Mooresville Graded School District

F or a long while, Mooresville called itself
the port city because of its proximity to

Lake Norman. White flags bearing blue sails still
flap in the summer breeze from lampposts along
a picturesque main street. But the brick sign at
the city limits declares the town to be Race City
because of the number of NASCAR racing teams
that call the area home. Perhaps Mooresville
should rethink the issue yet again and bill itself
as the city of year-round schools, for it is a simple
experiment with the school calendar that is put-
ting the town on the map.

Part of the reason is Carol Carroll, the cur-
riculum director for grades kindergarten through
eight and a tireless advocate for year-round
schools. The school system has been featured in
publications ranging from  Time  magazine to the
Congressional Quarterly Researcher.  And in a
nation thirsty for public school reform, the
Mooresville Graded School District experiment
with year-round schools is touted as a success

story. The calendar is optional for all children in
grades K-8, and the current superintendent, Jane
Carrigan, plans to keep it that way. "What we
have in Mooresville is strong feelings about both
calendars," says Carrigan.

Mooresville's population is socioeconomi-
cally diverse. The town-with its roots in agri-
culture and textile manufacturing-now faces
growth pressures because of its proximity to both
Charlotte and Lake Norman. "We have every-
one from shift workers to folks whose bosses say,
`I don't care where you live as long as you're
close to a phone, a fax, and an airport,"' says
Carrigan 4

These different work situations place differ-
ent stresses on family life, says Carrigan. "Fam-
ily time is very important today," she says. "We
don't have as much of it as we did." Carrigan
figures a choice regarding when children attend
school and when they are off is one thing the
school system can do to ease the stress on family
life. Because there is choice, she says, there is
little controversy about the year-round calendar.
Parents like it, teachers like it, and kids like it,
and if they don't, they can choose the other cal-
endar without even changing schools-thus the
beauty of the school-within-a-school approach.

So, how many children would choose year-
round education if they really had the choice?
In Mooresville, the answer is 48 percent. "We
used to say, `How many classes will it take for
everybody to go year-round,"' says Bruce
Boyles, the school personnel director, "but it
just leveled off."

Mooresville's flirtation with year-round
schools began when the school system decided
to pursue an R.J.R-Nabisco Next Century
Schools grant. "As a small school system, we're
always looking for grants that will do something
for kids," says Carroll. The school system got
the grant-$500,000 over a three-year period-
and scrambled to put its year-round-schools pro-
gram in place. "We shot for 15 students," says
Carroll. "We were going to make a go of it if we
could get one classroom of 15 students." Instead,
the school system got 202 students who wanted
to shift to the year-round calendar, and the num-
bers doubled for three consecutive years before
leveling off at almost 1,200 students.

Carroll has become a firm believer in what
-continues
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started as an effort to attract more resources to a
small school district. "`It's turned into, `this is a
better way of doing it."'

Administrators cite the usual benefits of the
year-round calendar: more frequent breaks
during which remediation can be offered to help
students who fall behind; and special enrichment
programs that help keep children enthused about
learning while giving them a break from the tra-
ditional classroom setting.

Ultimately, it's a way of lengthening the
school year slightly (from 180 to up to 200 days)
for students who have not mastered the material

on the first attempt. "You get to children earlier
in the school year to work with their deficien-
cies," says Boyles, a former principal who wrote
his doctoral dissertation on the year-round
schools concept. "There's a whole different atti-
tude toward what we call remediation compared
to summer school. It's additional help-not
punishment."

Year-round teachers who gathered at
Mooresville Middle School to discuss the pros
and cons of the calendar also appeared to be
thoroughly sold on its benefits. "Coming from
the traditional calendar to year-round, the stress
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level of students and teachers was the first thing
I noticed going way down, especially with older
students," says science teacher Beth Murphy.
"You can tell them, OK, only two weeks left.
Hang in there."

Happy teachers plus eager students equals a
better atmosphere for learning, says sixth grade
science teacher Brian Dunagan. The students ul-
timately benefit, he says. "It's great for us, but I
think it does reflect back on the students,"
Dunagan says.

While the benefits of the calendar are yet to
be definitively proven through standardized tests,
school officials are convinced the calendar is
making a difference. And the town that changed
its mind about its nickname seems unlikely to
change its mind about year-round schools. "I'm
so proud of Mooresville because we've stuck
with something long enough to where we're now
reaping the benefits," says Carroll.

Wake County  Public Schools:
Multi -Track Mania

Effie Green Elementary School Principal
Caroline Massengill's tidy bookshelves

contain volumes of hardbacks bearing serious
titles like  The Book of Virtues, Out of the Crisis,
and  Education for Character.  They also contain
four bright pink Energizer bunnies, each about
four inches tall. "They're our year-round sym-
bol," says Massengill. "They keep going and
going and going."

For the Wake County Public Schools, the
symbol works. Of all of the 111 year-round
schools in North Carolina, Wake is one of only a
handful of school systems using the calendar for
what has been its chief selling point in some
other states-to relieve overcrowding. Students
go to class on four separate schedules-or
tracks-so that the school truly is used year-
round and doesn't stand empty during the sum-
mer break. As a result, a school building can
house up to 33 percent more students.

Wake County has a magnet school program
in which students are allowed to transfer out of
their attendance zone to schools with special
programs. Multi-track year-round schools are
one such program. Attendance is purely by
choice, and parents and children are choosing

the calendar in droves. "There are now more
kids in year-round magnets than all other mag-
nets combined," says Massengill.

The method creates extra administrative
headaches, but Massengill thinks it's worth it-
not because it's a way to shoehorn more children
into existing school buildings, but because she
thinks this different way of organizing the calen-
dar represents a better way of educating.

"We think there are definite educational ad-
vantages for children to be in year-round," says
Massengill. "I think it's the way we use time."

Like single-track schools, Wake schools
have 45-day  sessions , with three- to five-week
breaks during which students can return for re-
teaching and enrichment. Media centers are open
year-round, and students are encouraged to take
home at least three books during every break.
The frequent breaks give the students a chance
both to catch up on their studies and recharge
their batteries for the next round.

Massengill has seen relatively high achieve-
ment test scores wherever she has applied her
methods, but she realizes other factors may have
contributed. Many of the students at Morrisville
Elementary School come from affluent house-
holds where the parents are highly educated. In-
deed, the number of students receiving free and
reduced lunches in 1995-96 totaled 5 percent,
compared to a system-wide average of 24
percent 5

But the school also apparently had another
key variable in its favor-a good principal.
Massengill, who spent six years at the helm at
Morrisville, was named Wake County Principal
of the Year for the 1995-96 school year. She
also won regional principal of the year honors
and was one of six finalists for North Carolina
principal of the year. The accolades spilled over
to Morrisville Elementary, which  Redbook
magazine named one of the 142 best elementary
schools in the nation in 1995.

Massengill is a pioneer in the year-round
schools movement in North Carolina. She de-
veloped the first contemporary year-round
school in the state in her first job as a full-
fledged principal-at Kingswood Elementary
School. The program later was moved to
Morrisville Elementary School. "It was single-
track, which is so easy," says Massengill.

-continues
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Single-track programs- while they rearrange
the calendar- do not increase the number of stu-
dents attending a school . "It worked so well
Wake decided to go to multi-track."

With the shift to multi-track ,  Massengill was
operating without a map. Like a number of North
Carolina administrators who have implemented
year-round schools, Massengill made the pil-
grimage to San Diego ,  Calif., to the annual year-
round schools conference sponsored by the
National Association for Year-Round Education.
"I talked to every single person I could find
(about how to make the conversion ),"  says
Massengill . "There are a lot of variables."

One advantage of multi-track was readily
apparent more students in the same amount of
space. Massengill figures Wake already has
avoided building at least one new school through
its multi-track program, deferring a cost of about
$7 million.

But there are challenges in synchronizing
four different groups of children on different cal-
endars at the same school so they seamlessly
come to a stopping point at the end of the year.
One example is when to administer achievement
tests. "We have to count the number of days to
make sure our days in the classroom are compa-
rable with traditional students .  We have them
[the four groups]  testing at different times."

Another challenge :  what to do about snow
days. "We have no make-up days in the calen-
dar," says Massengill . "Last year, we had to go
six days on Saturday."

Yet Massengill has mastered these chal-
lenges in previous assignments .  In a pure choice
system ,  Wake County's multi-track, year-round
schools cannot always accommodate all the stu-
dents whose parents want them to attend. Now
Massengill is being asked to restructure 48-year-
old Effie Green Elementary ,  an underachieving
school that had been losing population to trans-
fers and to private schools .  School officials de-
cided a year-round school magnet program at
Effie Green might reverse the flow of students
out of the school ' s attendance zone. So far, it's
worked.

The school had 479 students in 1995-96.
"This year ,  we have 625 ,"  says Massengill. Of
those students at Effie Green in 1995-96,
Massengill estimates that 125 elected to stay and
try the new magnet year-round program. "We've

got 500 new students," says Massengill. The
school also has a whole new staff. "Everybody
here was reassigned," says Massengill. "They
could have reapplied, but most did not want to."

Massengill faces a challenge in converting
Effie Green. The more typical pattern in Wake
County has been to create year-round magnets at
new schools in the outer reaches of the county,
where expensive new homes are being con-
structed that fill the schools with children from
more affluent families. Students whose parents
are affluent and highly educated generally out-
perform their peers, and that has been the case at
Wake County's year-round schools. At Effie
Green, Massengill must register achievement
gains with a more diverse student body. And
parents will be watching closely. Because Effie
Green is a magnet school, parents chose to enroll
their children there. They can just as easily
choose to take them out.

The age and location of the school creates
its own set of problems. For instance, the school
grounds were not designed to accommodate the
number of buses needed to serve its relatively
large attendance zone. The number of parents
dropping off children also has greatly increased.
As a result, when the new magnet opened for the
first time, traffic backed up into a busy city street
during prime commuting hours, creating a sort
of mini-gridlock.

Older buildings also require more mainte-
nance, and since the buildings are never vacant
for significant stretches, disruptive renovations
must take place while class is in. Even mundane
tasks such as keeping the floors gleaming get
magnified by the schedule. And since the school
is a magnet, the older physical plant must remain
attractive to parents and children who have other
choices. So far, parents have been willing to give
Effie Green a shot. Only the upper grades have
vacancies, which Massengill says is typical of a
new, optional year-round school. Parents who
have already gotten their children started on a tra-
ditional calendar are more reluctant to change
than those in the earlier grades.

Massengill believes the magnet school at
Effie Green will succeed. She says the higher
grades will fill as students advance and as
more students move into the attendance zone.
Already, the school is serving about a
third more students than it did in 1995-96 as
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a traditional calendar school.
And Massengill believes that as long as

year-round schools remain optional, their num-
bers will continue to increase in Wake County
and across the state. "Many families are putting
their children there because they just think they
[year-round-schools] are better for kids," she
says. "In Wake County, pediatricians and psy-
chologists are recommending them for children
with attention deficit disorder and other learn-
ing problems. So many kids are on year-round
that other people are changing what they are
doing.... I do think they [year-round-schools]
are the wave of the future," says Massengill. "I
do think we will continue to see more."

West Lake  Middle School

I
t's an  18-mile drive from the heart of Raleigh
to West Lake Middle School. Beyond bus-

tling Cary, stop lights and heavy traffic give way
to rolling, tree-covered hills and green fields.
Only the occasional red clay scars of a new sub-
division going in or a new road under construc-
tion provide signs of Wake County's continuing
population boom.

Just past a farm house nestled in shade trees,
the sprawling middle school campus emerges
from the greenery. Its pastoral setting suggests a
sort of peacefulness, despite the awkward ages
of the school's 1,400 students. Principal Ramey
Beavers says in this case, looks are not deceiv-
ing. "It's a safe environment," he says. "We're
more likely to see a deer or a rabbit than some-
body selling drugs."

West Lake is one of two Wake County
middle schools on the year-round calendar.
Beavers says the school has its own identity,
and part of that identity is that the teachers and
administrators don't tolerate much nonsense.

"The kids really perceive that we're
very strict," says Beavers. "We don't put
up with much. We don't let kids wear
hats in the building. Some of them get re-
ally bent out of shape about it. We teach
students values like being polite to adults,
respecting each other, and respecting
themselves, but we do it in subtle ways."

The lessons apparently take. Beavers
says one teacher tells of overhearing a
West Lake student telling a peer, "`We
don't even have fights there, and when
we do, it's a West Lake fight, not a real
fight."' Beavers quickly adds, `That's not
to say we never have problems, but the
kids are pretty good."'

The school is fed by the affluent
suburbs of western Wake County-
where two-worker families are the
norm, and both parents may hold white
collar jobs. Added to the mix are chil-
dren from farm families and other
households with deep rural roots. "If
we're skewed, we're skewed toward the
upper end," says Beavers.

West Lake Middle School
Principal Ramey Beavers
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West Lake has a relatively low number of
students who receive free and reduced-price
lunches, and relatively few minority students,
despite what Beavers calls "a real concerted
effort" to recruit these students. The fact is, Bea-
vers says, the school just isn't very convenient to
any major concentrations of minority residents,
although it is served by more than 30 buses.

Students perform very well on standardized
achievement tests. Beavers doesn't claim the
high test scores are solely because of the calen-
dar, although he does believe the shorter, more
frequent breaks aid student retention. "I think if
you were to take the End-of-Grade test results
and look at middle schools, I think you would
find West Lake to be right at the top," says Bea-
vers.6 "Is that because of year-round schools?
It's not something I can prove. It's one of the
variables. Is it because kids are here by choice?
Because we have different kids than everybody
else? Year-round schools are one of the vari-
ables we look at, but it's hard to say, `Yeah, I can
guarantee you this is the reason my kids do bet-
ter than other kids."'

Still, it's clear that Beavers  thinks  year-
round schools are part of the reason. "My gut
tells me there's a difference. You go to a tradi-
tional school and the first week, two weeks, or
three weeks are spent reviewing. We don't do
that. We don't have to do that."

The calendar options at West Lake are iden-
tical to those at a multi-track elementary school.
Students have a choice of four different tracks
that disperse their vacations differently across the
course of the year to maximize use of space. The
increased student population that results in-
creases operating costs and adds to the workloads
of some staff members, although teachers get the
same breaks as students. "Some people have to
struggle with it," says Beavers, "and the first
group are administrators because you're never,
ever down. You don't have any down time."

For families, Beavers says, the calendar also
has its pluses and minuses. "The upside with
families is that they can take vacations at non-tra-
ditional times of the year," says Beavers. "My
track-one people are my beach lovers," says Bea-
vers. "My track-four people are my skiers.

"The down side is, they are looking at day
care in short segments. But now there are thou-
sands of kids in year-round, and where there is

demand, somebody is going to supply."
Unlike the elementary schools, Wake

County middle schools do not offer enrich-
ment-the optional non-academic programs
provided during the breaks. The school does
provide one-week remediation sessions for stu-
dents who are failing, and Beavers sees this as a
key advantage for the 1 to 2 percent of West
Lake students who fall in this category. The
YMCA in Cary, Beavers says, is providing day
care and programming to support the school cal-
endar, though there are clearly fewer non-school
recreational options during the intersessions
than a traditional calendar student would have
across the course of a long, hot summer.

The calendar has its critics, Beavers notes.
"We have a pretty good group that's just ada-
mant against it," he says. "They claim it's de-
stroying the family. The amusement park people
are opposed. They say it's destroying their cli-
entele." But the only time the protests reached
any appreciable decibel levels among Wake
County parents came when local school officials
briefly discussed converting all of the county's
schools to a year-round calendar.

Beavers doesn't think that would be a good
idea. "When you mandate, you put all of the op-
ponents onto the playing field with you. People
can make a program successful, or they can
make it fail."

Choice, Beavers says, helps make West
Lake a success. "We sell it as a magnet versus
other magnets," says Beavers. "Everybody here
wants to be here. The staff chose to be here.
Nobody was sent." The result is a reasonably
happy place where both parents and teachers per-
form. "We're one of the top two or three middle
schools in the county in anything you can look
at," says Beavers.

But while Beavers is convinced that choice
is the best way to implement year-round schools,
he isn't sure there will always be choice in Wake
County. With the kind of growth the county is
experiencing, the temptation is great to seize on
year-round schools as a short-term solution to
overcrowding. "I'm not sure Wake County tax-
payers are going to keep passing bond issues,"
says Beavers.' "One of these times they're not
going to pass one, and we're going to have to
look at other means of educating kids-whether
it's double shifts or year-round."
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Blowing Rock Elementary and the
Catawba County Schools: Tracking
Back to Traditional

Tuckedamongquaint shops and restaurants
in a town perched high in the Blue Ridge

Mountains, Blowing Rock Elementary School
was once a popular spot for task forces exploring
the prospect of a new year-round school. No
more. After a three-year pilot program that
proved popular with a number of parents and
teachers, the school is back on the traditional
calendar.

"Change is hard to effect," says Joyce
Alexander, the elementary school's retired prin-
cipal who shepherded it through its year-round
phase. "It's just like church and the 11 o'clock
service. We feel like we need to keep going at
that time, even though we don't go by horse and
buggy anymore."

Year-round school at Blowing Rock got off
track when the school-within-a-school concept
began to founder because the school was too
small to maintain both calendars, Alexander
says. "We asked the school board to expand the
year-round calendar, and those who did not want
it said we were forcing it down their throats," she
says. "They mounted a pretty good campaign."

Opponents got the ear of the school board,
and the board voted to return to the traditional
calendar. `Because there was no hard, statistical
data to prove that one [calendar] was better than
the other, they [the school board] said, `why
bother?"' Alexander says. "We had some very
upset parents and kids who had been in it and
had to go back to something else."

Catawba County Schools Superintendent
Glen Barger describes a similar phenomenon.
Year-round schools were popular with most par-
ents and staff, and more immediate remediation
seemed to have a positive impact for some stu-
dents. Yet when the school system came to a
crossroads and began to contemplate going to-
tally year-round, it ran into staunch opposition
from a small group of parents. "About 20 to 25
percent of parents didn't want anything to do

with it," says Barger.
But despite the shift away from the year-

round calendar, Barger insists the experiment
wasn't a failure. "We had some test data show-
ing kids doing as well as, if not a little better [than

students on the traditional calendar]," Barger
says. "The only danger was making sure we had
comparative groups. We had more involved par-
ents. Attendance was better for the most part."

Though Barger thinks year-round schools
had some advantages, he doesn't believe the dif-
ference was great enough to justify a forced con-
version. "The calendar was getting to be a
divisive issue in this community, and I'm not
sure the calendar is an important enough issue to
be a divisive issue," Barger says. tub

FOOTNOTES
' The football team slid to 3-8 for the 1996-97 school

year, but the year-round calendar fared better. It was re-
adopted with some modification in January 1997.

2A total of 57.89 percent of Thornton Middle School

fourth graders scored a 2.5 or above on the End-of-Grade
writing test in 1996, compared to 27.78 percent of Thornton
fourth graders who scored a 2.5 or higher in 1995. Students
scoring a 2.5 or above on the writing test, graded on a 4
point scale, are considered to be performing at grade level.

3 The Newton-Conover City Schools ranked 17th in the
state in per pupil expenditures for the 1994-95 school year
at $5,161.75, including state, local, and federal dollars. For
a complete listing, see Mebane Rash Whitman, "The Right
to Education and the Financing of Equal Educational Op-
portunities,"  North Carolina Focus,  N.C. Center for Public
Policy Research, November 1996, Table 2, pp. 132-136. A
version of the article also appears in this edition of  North
Carolina Insight  on pp. 42-71. The table appears on pp.
48-55.

4The Mooresville Graded School District ranked

102nd in the state in per pupil expenditures for the 1994-
95 school year at $4,262.31, including state, local, and
federal dollars.  Ibid.  at p. 134 or p. 50 in this edition of
North Carolina Insight.

5 School Profiles: 1995-96,  Wake County Public
School System, Department of Evaluation and Research,
November 1995, Morrisville Elementary School section, p.
1. The Wake County Public School System ranked 75th in
the state in per pupil expenditures for the 1994-95 school
year at $4,478.30, including state, federal, and local dol-
lars.  Ibid.  at p. 136 or p. 54 in this edition of  North Caro-
lina Insight.

6 West Lake Middle School was the top-performer
among Wake County's 18 middle schools on End-of-Grade
testing in reading and math for the 1994-95 school year.
See  School Profiles: 1995-96,  Wake County Public School
System, Department of Evaluation and Research, Novem-
ber, 1995, for school-by-school profiles that include testing
data for all Wake County public schools.

7 For results of school bond referenda in North Caro-
lina from 1993 through 1995, see Art Eisenstadt, "Who's in
Charge? How the Federal, State, and Local Governments
Allocate Responsibilities,"  North Carolina Insight,  Vol. 16,

No. 3 (May 1996), Table 2, p. 29.
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