Do Parents Support Year-Round Schools?

mong the claims of year-round education

advocates are that parents enthusiastically
support the program. But do they? Given that
enrollment in most year-round schools in North
Carolina is voluntary, the intuitive answer is yes.
After all, if parents didn’t support the calendar
they could shift their child to the traditional cal-
endar. But is there other evidence of parental
support for the year-round calendar?

Administrators contemplating a year-round
start-up typically find some support for the idea.
Bill Upton, principal of Meadowbrook Elemen-
tary School in the western North Carolina town
of Canton, surveyed parents in the spring of 1996
as part of a study of whether to convert the school
to a year-round calendar. All but about a dozen
of the 340 parents surveyed responded. Upton
found 60 percent of parents favored the idea and

40 percent opposed it. The response gave Upton,

part of the information he needed to plan the shift
to a year-round calendar. “With 60 percent of
parents for it and 40 percent against, we want to
do an optional year-round-school,” says Upton.

Upton’s research convinced the Haywood
County Board of Education to approve a single-
track magnet school for the 1997-98 school year,
with current Meadowbrook students getting first
preference. Students preferring the traditional
calendar will be placed at nearby elementary
schools.

Other surveys exploring parental interest in
the year-round concept have found support
similar to that Upton found among Meadow-
brook parents. A survey of parents in the
Chapel Hill-Carrboro school system in January
1996 found about 80 percent of parents would
like the option of sending their children to year-
round schools.! The survey of 900 parents
drew 377 responses (41.9 percent).

A similar survey for the Orange County
Public Schools in October 1994 found 64.7 per-
cent of the 480 parents who responded would
send their children to a newly renovated year-
round school in Hillsborough.? The school
opened in July 1996.

So school officials can find support for the
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year-round concept when their schools are in the
planning stages. But how do parents feel once
the calendar is implemented?

In 1991, researchers at North Carolina State
University surveyed 350 parents of year-round
students at Wake County’s Morrisville Elemen-
tary School. The study found overwhelming
support.® Of the 290 parents who responded to
the survey (82 percent):

* 99 percent agreed that year-round education
is suitable to their lifestyles;

* 95 percentagreed that children’s needs were
better met by the year-round program than
by traditional programs;

* 94 percent agreed that the year-round pro-
gram was one reason that their children were
more eager and enthusiastic about learning;

* 83 percentagreed year-round education bet-
ter promotes the development of the whole
child, and;

+ 76 percent agreed that year-round education
allows parents greater opportunity to be in-
volved in their children’s education.

Parents were less inclined to agree that
child care and supervision can be provided more
adequately in a year-round setting (60 percent
agreed), and that extracurricular activities and
events were better accommodated at year-round
school. Only a minority (39 percent) agreed that
changing classes after each three-week break
was an advantage for their children.*

Additional evidence of parental support for
year-round schools may be taken from the Wake
County Public Schools parent survey, which
goes to the parents of all children in the school
system. In the 1994-95 school year, Wake
County had three year-round magnet elementary
schools. At those three schools, parents were
far more likely to agree or strongly agree with
the statement, “My child’s school provides a
high-quality educational program,” than were
parents of elementary students system wide.
The system-wide average was 82.8 percent,
while 93.4 percent of parents at year-round
Durant Road Elementary School agreed or
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“The World is full of mostly invisible things,

And there is no way but putting the mind’s eye,
Or its nose, in a book, to find them out . ..
—HOWARD NEMEROV, “TO DAVID, ABOUT His EDUCATION”

strongly agreed with the statement, §9.4 percent
of parents at Morrisville Elementary School
agreed or strongly agreed with the statement, and
91 percent of parents at West Lake Elementary
School agreed or strongly agreed with the state-
ment.’

Similar strong support has been found for
the year-round calendar in the Rockingham
County Public Schools. Five elementary schools
offer year-round programs in Rockingham
County. In a parent survey conducted at all five
schools in May 1995, overwhelming majorities
of parents said they strongly agreed or tended to
agree that “my child learns more in the year-
round program.”S

But if there is some evidence of parental
support for optional year-round schools, what
about taxpayers at large—parents and non-par-
ents alike? After all, multi-track year-round
schools are sometimes billed as a way to realize
short-term savings on school construction. And
it’s the taxpayers who ultimately must foot the
bill for school construction.

In Wake County, at least, there seems to be
creeping support for year-round schools as a
space-saving device. In a poll of Wake County
citizens conducted prior to a June 1996 vote on
whether to authorize $250 million in bonds for
school construction, 53 percent of respondents
said they would support mandatory year-round
schools to help relieve school overcrowding.’
That compares to 47 percent who gave a similar
response in 1993. In the end, the question was
moot because the voters overwhelmingly ap-
proved the bond referendum. But supporters of
optional year-round schools realize the issue
could arise again.

—Mike McLaughlin
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says Barnes. The decision to drop the year-round
calendar was the direct result of this declining in-
terest, which caused resources to be stretched be-
tween the two calendars.

A similar result occurred in Hendersonville,
where the Henderson County Board of Education
elected to drop school-within-a-school year-round
calendars at one middle school and one elementary
school but retain a single track year-round calen-
dar at another elementary school. Hendersonville
Middle School Principal Bobby Wilkins professes
some dismay at the decision, which takes effect in
the 1997-98 school year. “We had more kids in
year-round this year than traditional,” says
Wilkins.

Hendersonville Elementary Principal Catherine
Childress says her school retained its single-track
calendar, but she is worried that the loss of the
middle school option will hurt parents with children
of both elementary and middle-schoot age. “Itcould
have a ripple effect on us because that’s where kids
go from here.”

One North Carolina school system has taken a
different tack by placing all of its programs and stu-
dents on the same, single-track, year-round calen-
dar. Newton-Conover City Schools took that step
after finding that parallel schools-within-schools
created a degree of conflict for parents and teachers.

“We felt there was division among teachers and
in the community,” says Elaine Hall, principal of

[ ;

Organizations to Contact

for More Information
About Year-Round Schools:

Supports Year-Round Schools

The National Association for
Year-Round Education

P.O. Box 711386

San Diego, CA 92171-1386

Phone: (619) 276-5296

Opposes Year-Round Schools

Time To Learn
P.O. Box 12525
Charlotte, NC 28220

Phone: (704) 442-1131
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“Education and religion are two
subjects on which everybody
considers himself an expert.”

—ROBERTSON DAvVIES,
THE REBEL ANGELS

Newton-Conover Middle School. “There was an
issue for teachers who had children on a different
schedule.”

The school system has about 2,700 students in
three elementary, one middle, and one high school.
“We still have some folks who aren’t happy with
the calendar,” Hall says. “But the majority is in fa-
vor. We were trying to give everyone a choice, but
we began hearing that whatever we’re going to do,
let’s do the same thing.”

For teachers, Hall says, the two different calen-
dars posed problems with staff development efforts,
because it was difficult to schedule meetings and
programs that worked for both schedules. “We were
losing cohesiveness,” she says.

Nevertheless, some strong opposition to drop-
ping “choice” from the calendar came from high
school students and their parents. They were con-
cerned about summer jobs, special summer pro-
grams, and athletic seasons that wouldn’t match up
with the 45/15 (nine weeks on/three weeks off) year-
round calendar. In fact, most systems with year-
round schools—even those with ambitious
programs—have steered clear of high schools for
such reasons.

But Hall says the sports issue hasn’t been the
problem in Newton-Conover that some had feared.
The football team finished 10 and O in its first
season on the year-round schedule, she says. “We
found that students had to be around in the summer
anyway if they made a commitment to a sport or to
the band.” Thus, in a year-round school, students
might have to return to school during their breaks to
play in a game or participate in practice. School su-
perintendent Everette Simmons also says that sum-
mer jobs have not been a problem in Newton-
Conover. Students tend to take jobs during the
school year anyway, so most student jobs are not
affected.

A multi-track program is especially difficult
for a comprehensive high school because of class
scheduling conflicts. For example, a low-enroll-
ment advanced placement course might not be fea-
sible for each of the four tracks. Those kinds of




concerns led the Wake County school board to
shelve a proposal for a year-round high school in
the early 1990s.

Incrementally, however, more high schools
are sampling the year-round schedule. One alter-
native high school, for example, has found the cal-
endar to be a natural fit for students who fail to
flourish within the traditional school setting. Cape
Lookout High in Morehead City implemented the
year-round calendar for the 1996-97 school year,
and Principal Laura Beth Taylor already is im-
pressed with the results. “We saw year-round as
a really natural step to take because we can do nine
weeks of work and then remediate,” says Taylor.
“We’re finding we can keep kids focused for nine
weeks. They work like their pants are on fire,
knowing they‘re going to get a break.”

About 40 percent of the school’s 60 students
are enrolled in algebra I, says Taylor. “And they’re
all at-risk kids,” she says. “They’re not just taking
it. They’re passing it.”

Yet another high school that has converted to
the year-round calendar is Northampton County
High School West. The school operates on a 90-
days-in-school, 30-days-out calendar with 15-day
breaks in the fall and spring. Northampton County
Schools Superintendent Gregory Todd says the

schedule allows the school to use a semester system
and get exams in before the Christmas and summer
breaks. Remediation programs are incorporated for
students who are failing. “The other high school
and two middle schools are going year-round next
year,” Todd says.

Conclusion

he debate over the year-round school calendar

typically has turned on a simple question: Is it
the solution to the myriad problems that public edu-
cation faces today? This, however, may be requir-
ing an experiment with the school calendar to carry
too much baggage. One strong argument made by
proponents of year-round schools is that they allow
school facilities to accommodate more students—
thus relieving overcrowding and reducing construc-
tion costs for new schools. A second major
argument is that the restructured calendar actually
can improve academic achievement.

But as much as proponents want to believe that
year-round schools increase academic achievement,
studies have produced inconclusive or mixed re-
sults. This is in part due to difficulties inherent in
matching year-round students with their counter-
parts on the traditional calendar in order to design
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studies that fully account for differences in abilities
among students. In this sense, the studies in North
Carolina are as inconclusive as those in other states.
‘While there are some hints of increased achieve-
ment on the year-round calendar, there are other
examples where students on the traditional calendar
have outperformed their year-round peers. No dra-
matic leaps in learning should be anticipated unless
year-round schools are willing to use time when
their students are on break to lengthen the school
year. Even then, the differences may be subtle and
may take years to materialize.

A more dramatic result of the year-round cal-
endar seems to be the increase in positive attitudes
among teachers and students who enroll in the pro-
gram on an optional basis. Teachers enjoy more
frequent vacations and may therefore experience
less “burnout.” This is increasingly an issue as
North Carolina attempts to retain its best classroom
teachers. Many students also may benefit from
more frequent remediation on a case by case basis,
even though there is little evidence that it helps all
or even most students. And teachers say the more
frequent breaks keep students fresh and more eager
to learn. Parents with lifestyles that are more con-
ducive to frequent breaks rather than one long break
also benefit. Supporters say that these factors—
happy teachers, happy students, and happy par-
ents—combine to create a better atmosphere for
learning than the traditional calendar.

But if the atmosphere for learning has im-
proved, why is there so little evidence of increased
achievement? While it makes sense intuitively that
shorter breaks and more frequent remediation might
enhance learning, compelling empirical evidence
indicating stronger academic performance does not
exist. The best proponents can claim is that year-
round education does no worse than the traditional
calendar.

Because the findings on year-round schools are
still debatable, the public schools should move cau-
tiously on this issue. It must be remembered that
many school systems across the country (Los Ange-
les, California; Albuquerque, New Mexico; Orange
County, Florida) and in North Carolina (Blowing
Rock, Catawba County, Asheboro, and Hender-
sonville among others) have ended or scaled back
year-round programs for reasons such as cost, com-
munity dissatisfaction, and lack of academic results.

Satisfaction among parents, teachers, students,
and the community is vital to success of any year-
round program. To make sure this support exists,
North Carolina should continue its permissive ap-
proach of allowing individual school districts to ex-
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periment with different year-round approaches.
Where possible, year-round programs should re-
main optional. Forcing people to participate in a
program they strongly oppose makes success less
likely. By allowing localities to experiment, costs
and benefits will be clearer, and successes in one
district can be adopted in another. 1~
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Recommendations on
Year-Round Schools Policy

hile the year-round calendar shows

much promise in improving teacher mo-
rale and creating a better classroom atmosphere
for children, that promise is yet to be translated
into dramatic improvements in classroom perfor-
mance. In some studies, year-round students
have outperformed their peers on the traditional
calendar. In others, it’s traditional calendar stu-
dents who have attained higher marks.

A Texas study, for example, found year-
round students performed slightly better in read-
ing and math than their peers on the traditional
calendar. And at-risk students in schools serv-
ing poorer populations were found to reap even
more benefits.! Researchers at the now-defunct
North Carolina Educational Policy Research
+  Center within the School of Education at the Uni-
* versity of North Carolina at Chapel Hill reviewed

20 years of studies on year-round schools
conducted across the nation. Their conclusion?
“Overall, there appears to be a slight but not
overwhelming advantage for year-round students
in learning basic content.”?

Still, results of studies across the nation
have been mixed, and the results are clouded by
difficulty in matching students on innate ability
and demographic factors such as income and
education level of parents. A Wake County
study that used an “effectiveness index” to com-
pare similar students across the school district
concluded, “[Y]ear-round elementary students
are performing about the same as similar stu-
dents in other schools.” The North Carolina
Educational Policy Research Center concluded
that “[m]ore and better research and evaluation

—continues

'

MAY 1997 29






