Karen Tam

Year-Round Schools:
North Carolina
School Systems
Test the Waters

by Todd Silberman and John Charles Bradbury

<

The following articles on year-round schools were supported by grants from The
Broyhill Family Foundation of Lenoir, N.C., The Hillsdale Fund and Jefferson-Pilot
Foundation of Greensboro, The Philip Van Every Foundation of Charlotte, and the

Weyerhaeuser Company Foundation of New Bern, N.C., and Tacoma, Washington.
The N.C. Center for Public Policy Research extends its sincere thanks to these foun-
dations for their generous support of this project.

2 NORTH CAROLINA INSIGHT




Summary

North Carolina is near the head of the class in the year-round schools
movement. With 111 schools in 35 different school systems, the state has the third
highest number of year-round schools in the nation. Year-round school advocates
say this different way of dividing the school calendar has an impact on everything
from reducing the amount of time needed to review after the long summer break
to improving morale among teachers and students. Year-round schools also have
been used in other states to relieve school overcrowding, although that has rarely
been the brimary purpose in North Carolina. But year-round schools also have
their critics—chiefly those who think the calendar interferes with the way families
traditionally have spent their summers and those who believe this particular
education reform magic bullet is really a blank. These latter critics believe reform
efforts are being wasted on a model that really doesn’t deliver results in the
classroom.

In this article, the N.C. Center for Public Policy Research discusses the
pros and cons of the year-round calendar and considers whether the calendar has
had any demonstrable impact on student achievement. The Center reviews several
national studies, most of which have produced inconclusive results. The Center
also examines studies in three North Carolina school districts: the Wake County
Public School System; the Rockingham County Public School System; and the
Mooresville Graded School District. In none of these studies does the Center find
conclusive evidence that year-round schools produced dramatic gains in student
achievement. Yet some career educators point to intangibles such as student and
teacher attitudes and an intuitive notion that year-round schools represent a
superior way to educate children. Where a choice system is maintained, year-
round schools seem popular with parents as well.

We conclude that while year-round schools cannot be definitively proven
to be superior to traditional-calendar schools, there is enough evidence to
continue with the experiment. It is suggested that school systems considering
converting to a year-round calendar keep in mind that maintaining choice seems
keytoa succeséful conversion. The Center makes two recommendations: (1) That
local school boards keep the year-round calendar optional for parents, teachers,
and students where possible when implementing a new school calendar; and (2)
That the Superintendent of Public Inistruction and the State Board of Education
publish comparative data on student achievement in year-round schools versus
similar traditional schools that would allow parents to make an informed choice
regarding how students perform on these two types of calendars.
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“All a teacher
needs from life

is the whole
chance to lead
one soul.”
«;:”“‘w«j —REYNOLDS PRICE,
» & FROM KATE VAIDEN

ast year, more than 30,000 students in

North Carolina public schools traded

their summer vacations for a choice that

would send many other children running:
school. In a trend that continues to gain favor with
educators and families alike, more and more schools
in the state are breaking stride with the traditional
long summer holiday and offering students shorter,
more frequent vacations throughout the year.

That alternative—known as year-round school
—has been embraced by its proponents as a more
effective model for education. Proponents say year-
round education helps students better retain what
they learn, is more in step with the rhythm of con-
temporary family life, and uses school buildings
more efficiently.

4 NORTH CAROLINA INSIGHT

By the numbers, year-round schools in North
Carolina have gained steadily in popularity since the
first one opened in Wake County in 1989 with 275
students. During the 1996-97 school year, year-
round programs were being offered at 111 schools
in 35 different school systems—nearly one-third of
the 118 systems in the state.! (See Table 1, p. 6 and
Table 3, p. 12) That’s an increase of 17 over the 94
schools offering year-round education in 1995-96,
and continues the surge of calendar conversions that
began in the early 1990s.

Todd Silberman is a reporter covering Wake County public
schools for The News & Observer of Raleigh. John Charles
Bradbury was a Center intern in summer 1996. He is a 1996
graduate of Wofford College and is a graduate student in
economics at George Mason University in Fairfax, Va.




Instead of a summer vacation lasting 10 to 12
weeks, year-round students typically attend school
in nine-week blocks that alternate with three-week
vacations. Students attend school for the same num-
ber of days as those in traditional schools—180 days
in North Carolina; it’s simply that those days are
arranged differently.

There are many different variations on the year-
round theme, but two distinguishing characteristics
are the multi-track calendar and the single-track cal-
endar. A school on a multi-track calendar operates
with different groups of students attending on sepa-
rate calendars. The groups attend on a staggered
schedule, so there is always one group of students
on vacation. In this way, the capacity of a school
can be increased by about 25 percent. Under the
single-track calendar, all students in the year-round
program attend on the same schedule, so there is no
increase in capacity. Both types of year-round
schools feature the characteristic nine-week session,
followed by a short break.

Educators who champion the year-round model
believe students benefit because they’re never away
from school long enough to forget what they’ve
learned. As a result, teachers need less time for re-
view at the beginning of the year.

Also, the year-round model is thought to be es-
pecially beneficial to those students who have a hard
time keeping up. Instead of falling further behind
all year and then trying to catch up in summer
school, such students can get remedial help during
the break between each nine-week session.

But perhaps few other recent changes in Ameri-
can education made in the name of reform have pro-
duced so much conflicting evidence about their
effect on student performance. Research has been
spotty, and the studies that have been completed
often show mixed results. And, for all the apparent
popularity of year-round schools in North Carolina,
their growth has come at a time when debate else-
where—particularly in Florida and California—has
been intense. School systems there have chosen to
abandon the alternative altogether or to scale back
because of high costs or objections from parents
who rebel against often conflicting vacation sched-
ules of two or more children.?

Year-round schools long have drawn fire, par-
ticularly when parents and families are given no
choice, and often when a year-round calendar is
mandated as a stopgap space-saving measure to
forestall costly construction of new schools. For
example, a parent rebellion in Blowing Rock ended
a pilot program at an elementary school in 1995,
and parents in Davidson County fought off a pro-

Educators cannot justify 10 o 12
weeks away from formal instruction.
There is summer learning loss.

~—CHARLES BALLINGER,
NATIONAL ASSOCIATION FOR
YEAR—ROUND EDUCATION

posed elementary school program. The Asheboro
City Schools reverted a middle school to a tradi-
tional calendar in 1996, and the Henderson County
Board of Education returned two schools to a tradi-
tional calendar in 1997. Even in Wake County,
which has the largest year-round enrollment in the
state, bitter resistance among some parents derailed
a proposal in 1992 that many feared could have put
all the county’s schools on a year-round calendar.?

Still, such unrest has remained muted in North
Carolina. By and large, the year-round option has
been gaining ground here without significant
opposition.

Few school systems have made their programs
an all-or-nothing proposition, and most year-round
programs are offered as a “school-within-a-school”
or a magnet school so that families may still choose
a traditional calendar. At a time when parents and
politicians are clamoring for “school choice,” the
advent of the year-round school has done just that—
provided more choice. And that, many educators
say, is a critical first step for making a successful
school. If parents feel that they have chosen their
child’s school—instead of having it chosen for
them—they are more likely to become involved and
supportive.*

National Evidence on the Effectiveness
of Year-Round Education

For every study that year-round advocates can
show as evidence that their calendar is more
effective in helping students learn better, year-round
detractors can point to another that produces incon-
clusive results. Put simply, when it comes to unas-
sailable proof that year-round schools are superior
to traditional, the jury is still out.

Even year-round’s tireless champion, Charles
Ballinger, who heads the National Association for
Year-Round Education, concedes that no such
guarantee exists. But he is quick to add that there
is ample evidence showing that students are no
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Table 1. Counties with Year-Round Schools in North Carolina and
Number of Year-Round Schools in Each County, 1996-97

School districts in county
County Number of year-round schools with year-round schools
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Total=32 of 100 counties 111 schools (43,329 students) 3
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school districts

* The Henderson County Board of Education has voted to return to a traditional calendar format
for two of its three year-round schools for the 1997-98 school year.

Source: N.C. Department of Public Instruction
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worse off on a year-round calendar than the con-
ventional one.

“Kids are not going to be harmed by the calen-
dar,” Ballinger says. Logic and common sense, he
says, practically dictate that year-round should net
positive results. “Educators cannot justify 10 to 12
weeks away from formal instruction,” he says.
“There is summer learning loss. Our objective is to
help kids learn more. The public is demanding bet-
ter results.”

For Ballinger and other proponents of year-
round education, the summers-off calendar is an ar-
chaic vestige of a long-past agrarian culture in
which children were needed for work on the family
farm in the summer. “The traditional calendar has
no educational validity,” he says. In fact, he says,
research into the way children learn and retain what
they’ve learned would tend to support the “valid-
ity” of the year-round structure.

“Those who deal with brain research tell us that
intersession (the typical three-week break) is a won-
derful time for students to apply what they’ve
learned. It’s reinforcement, and that’s the way we
remember, according to those who know about
memory.”

The National Association for Year-Round Edu-
cation produces reams of information that educa-
tors around the country use to bolster their proposals
to add year-round programs. And for that reason,
skeptics say any research commissioned or cited by
the group is necessarily biased. But some of the
group’s latest research, say Ballinger and his asso-
ciates, is some of the strongest proof yet that year-
round is living up to its promise of improved student
performance.

For example, a 1994 review of 19 studies in
six states (North Carolina was not among them)
found that in many cases, year-round students out-
performed their traditional peers on standardized
tests.> The review produced 58 opportunities for
comparisons of performance among students in
year-round and traditional-calendar schools. Of
those 58 comparisons, 48 (83 percent) were rated
a plus for year-round schools, while three of the 58
were rated a minus, and seven of 58 got a mixed
result.

One of those studies, which focused on students
at 10 schools in a metropolitan Texas district, found
students scored higher in reading and math if they
were in a year-round program. The researchers,
from Texas A&M University, concluded that all-
year schooling gave the biggest boost to at-risk stu-
dents, particularly at schools where enroliments
reflected lower socio-economic levels.

YEAR-ROUND SCHOOLS

An Opportunity
to Lengthen
the School Year?

t a year-round elementary school in

Greensboro, the Brooks Global Studies
Magnet, students are expected to attend 210
days of class—an additional six weeks of
schooling compared to the traditional calen-
dar. But Brooks Elementary is the exception
rather than the rule. While the term “year-
round school” suggests that students attend
more days of school than under the traditional
calendar, most students don’t.

For the typical student performing at or
above expected grade level in the typical
North Carolina year-round school, classroom
time totals the same 180 days as the tradi-
tional calendar. It’s just arranged differently.
That’s why some educational researchers say
its no surprise that the year-round calendar
doesn’t produce dramatic leaps in learning
over the traditional calendar.

Still, school officials who advocate for
the year-round calendar note that it does pro-
vide the opportunity for more classroom time
for some students—those who are behind on
their studies after the typical 45-day session
under the year-round calendar. These stu-
dents are given the opportunity to attend a
remediation program during the break be-
tween sessions—a three- to five-week period
known as the intersession. Typically, these
remediation programs last about five days.
With the school year divided into four 45-day
sessions, that means four opportunities for
remediation—or up to 20 additional days in
the classroom for some students.

For administrators like Newton-Conover
City Schools Superintendent Everette
Simmons, the opportunity to increase the
length of the school year is what made the
year-round calendar worth trying. “Inter-
session is the key,” says Simmons, who
heads the only school district in the state

—continues
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“In spite of the fact that students come to school
disadvantaged, it appears that the year-round edu-
cation program can increase the academic per-
formance of at-risk learners as well as that of the
whole student population,” the study concluded.”
Here are highlights from some of that research:

m For all students, regardless of income level or
school, those in the year-round program scored
5points higher on atestin bothreading and math
than those in traditional programs.

B At-risk students in year-round programs scored
10 points higher on a test in reading than did
their peers in nine-month schools. Differences
in math scores were found to be insignificant.

B The most dramatic results, in both reading and

An Opportunity To Lengthen the School Year?
—continued from page 7

where year-round schools are mandated for all
students. “If you don’t do anything with it,
there’s not any reason to continue with the year-
round calendar.”

Why is more time in school important? At
180 days, the school year in the United States is
shorter than that of almost all its economic ri-
vals on the world stage. Japanese schoolchil-
dren, for example, spend an average of 243 days
a year in school (See Table 2, p. 9). Groups
such as the Public School Forum of North Caro-
lina have advocated for gradual implementation
of a longer school year, noting the positive cor-
relation between time spent in school and per-
formance in such areas as science and math.!
A longer calendar also is viewed as a way to in-
crease teacher pay and enhance the status of the
teaching profession.? Public School Forum Ex-
ecutive Director John Dornan says if the
intersession periods are used aggressively, the
year-round calendar can provide “a de facto
extended school year.”

Carol Carroll, curriculum specialist for
grades kindergarten through eight for the
Mooresville Graded School District, says she got
a taste of the importance of a longer school year
when school officials were asked to participate
in an effort to lure a Japanese manufacturer to
the town. Town leaders took a three-day crash
course in Japanese culture, in which they learned
of the longer Japanese school year and of the
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math, were found among at-risk students at
schools serving poorer populations.?

Yet, despite the widespread existence of year-
round schools in several forms, there does not ap-
pear to be any conclusive research one way or the
other on academic achievement. The North Caro-
lina Educational Policy Research Center, formerly
part of the School of Education at the University
of North Carolina at Chapel Hill but now defunct,
examined 20 years of research from around the
country in trying to arbitrate the often conflicting
views about year-round education held by its pro-
ponents and foes. Here’s what the center had to
say, after reviewing 32 different studies completed
between 1977 and 1992:

value the Japanese place on education in general.
The experience played into Carroll’s thinking
when the school district began to design its own
year-round program—a program which offers up
to 220 days of instruction.

Aside from remediation, year-round schools
typically offer enrichment—short courses out-
side the classroom setting designed to broaden a
child’s experience. One popular course in
Mooresville, Carroll says, is a Native American
encampment in which students learn about foods,
dance, and other aspects of the culture. At its
peak, up to 38 percent of students have partici-
pated in enrichment sessions. So for some stu-
dents, a three-week break could actually consist
of one week of remediation, one week of enrich-
ment, and a week at the grandparents.

But it would take participation in every
enrichment and remediation session for a stu-
dent in Mooresville to begin to approach the
210 days of learning in the regular curriculum
at Greensboro’s Brooks. And Principal Tony
Meachum believes Brooks students are reaping
the benefit of a true extended year in terms of
achievement. This has been documented in the
form of a matched-pairs study that teamed kin-
dergartners at Brooks with those on the tradi-
tional calendar. The study documented dra-
matic learning gains in reading and general
knowledge, and children from low- and middle
socioeconomic-status households had strong
gains in math as well.?> Meachum hopes to
track the students through college to make sure
the gains stick.




“The preponderance of evidence suggests
that year-round students’ performance on mea-
sures of academic learning is about the same in
most studies as their performance while on tra-
ditional schedules, while some year-round pro-
grams were found to yield significantly higher
student achievement scores. Overall, there ap-
pears to be a slight but not overwhelming ad-
vantage for year-round students in learning
basic content.”®

Still, the center’s generally favorable report
stops short of a full-blown endorsement. “More and
better research and evaluation studies will be needed
before the picture becomes clear enough to describe
it with absolute certainty,” the report’s authors say.!°

And Meachum believes there are other ad-
vantages to the extended-year calendar besides
student achievement. Teachers get the benefit
of a true 12-month salary——not a 10-month sal-
ary in 12 installments. Parents get the benefit
of a school that provides strong academics while
meshing more effectively with the schedules of
the two-worker household.

" As aresult, parents are clamoring to enroll
their children. Brooks Global Studies Magnet
currently has a student body of 451 and a
waiting list of 700, says Meachum. “The only
thing preventing us at this time from repli-
cating this someplace else in the county is the
cost,” says Meachum. The extra 30 days means
it costs an additional $300,000 a year to oper-
ate the school compared to a 180-day calendar,
he says. The multi-year evaluation is intended
to assure that the Brooks experiment is worth
the extra cost.

Brooks clearly qualifies as an extended-
year school, but what about the more typical
year-round school, which offers optional
extra time through enrichment and remedia-
tion? Does this opportunity for additional
learning time translate into an extended school
year? Yes and no. While students can go to
school longer under the year-round calendar,
they also can attend summer school under the
traditional calendar. And enrichment classes,
while perhaps beneficial, are not the same as
additional formal classroom time. Moreover,

some schools have dropped enrichment due to -

—continues

Similarly, a 1991 review of studies conducted
by the California Educational Research Cooperative
(CERC) at University of California, Riverside
School of Education found that evidence on year-
round schools’ financial, educational and social im-
pacts is “inconclusive.” CERC found current studies
to be “problematic, incomplete, and methodologi-
cally unsound.”"! And a 1990 survey of year-round
schooling by Phi Delta Kappa, an honorary educa-
tion fraternity, concluded, “ Despite claims that long
summer vacations lead to lessened academic
achievement, year-round schools are not associated
with great leaps in academic achievement.” It also
states, “If a district is looking to show major in-
creases in standardized tests, year-round schools are
not the answer.”!?

)
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Table 2.
Number of School Days
Per Year in U.S. and
Selected Other Nations
School Days
Nation Per Year
Japan 243
South Korea 220
Soviet Union 211
Netherlands 200
Scotland 200
Thailand 200
Hong Kong 195
England/Wales 192
Hungary 192
France 185
Ireland 184
Spain 180
Sweden 180
United States 180

Sources: The information for this table is
taken from We Must Chart a New Course for
Schools. At Stake Is Nothing Less Than the
Future of Our State, Study Group IV, North
Carolina School Reform at a Crossroads,
Public School Forum of North Carolina,
Raleigh, N.C., 1992, p. 24.
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An Opportunity To Lengthen the School
Year? —continued from page 9

declining participation, and some middle
schools on the year-round calendar never
offered it at all.

Still, year-round school practitioners say
they typically are able to bring more days of
school to more students than under the tradi-
tional calendar. And they pay for these extra
days using funds already available for sum-
mer school for remediation sessions and a
modest per-student fee for enrichment. This,
says one Wake County year-round elemen-
tary school principal, may be the closest
North Carolina will come to an extended cal-
endar in the near future. “I’m not sure North
Carolina wants an extended calendar—to pay
for the extra days,” says Caroline Massengill,
principal at Effie Green Elementary School
in Raleigh. “In fact, I’'m not sure we want to
pay for what we’ve got now.”

—DMike McLaughlin

FOOTNOTES

! Study Group IV, We Must Chart a New Course
for Our Schools. At Stake Is Nothing Less Than the
Future of Our State, The Public School Forum of
North Carolina, Raleigh, N.C., 1992, pp. 23-24.

21bid.

3 The study by Julie Frazier of Loyola University
in Chicago matched 79 students from traditional-
calendar magnet schools with 88 students at Brooks
Global Extended Year Magnet on 18 different vari-
ables, including IQ, school entrance age, gender,
race, preschool experience, home literacy environ-
ment, parents’ education, and parents’ occupational
status. Students were evaluated over a two-year
period to determine whether learning gains could be
determined for either group during kindergarten,
summer, or first grade. On the whole, the extended-
year students outperformed the traditional calendar
students in reading and general knowledge. No dif-
ference was found between students on the two
calendars on a measure of vocabulary. Students
from Jow socio-economic households were found to
have particularly strong gains in reading and math.
Source: Julie Frazier, “Effects of Extended-Year
Schooling on the Achievement of Low Socioeco-
nomic Students in Elementary School,” consultant’s
report, pp. 1-3, 1994.

10 NORTH CAROLINA INSIGHT

North Carolina Studies Show
Inconclusive Results

In North Carolina, where year-round schools are
growing, a few studies on achievement have
been conducted. As is the case nationally, conclu-
sive proof of achievement has not been found.

A 1993 evaluation synthesis conducted by
Wake County Public School System researchers in
Raleigh, N.C., examined 27 studies of year-round
programs across the country. On achievement they
concluded, “Overall, YRS [year-round schooling]
seems to have no adverse effects on academic
achievement for most students. The majority of
studies we examined reported either positive effects
or no effects on achievement,”

The evaluation cites the difficulty in compar-
ing the traditional and year-round calendars. It also
says, “The lack of longitudinal studiesis a . . . major
problem with existing literature . . . [A]chievement
trends in the first year of YRS may reflect adminis-
trative difficulties in starting a new program.” And,
“[i]nitial achievement gains may be due to the
novelty of the schedule and may decrease after the
novelty wears off.”!* In an interview, Karen Banks,
associate superintendent for evaluation and research
for the Wake County Public Schools, stressed the
need to examine the impact of the program over
time, to determine to what extent any achievement
increases may be attributed to the year-round
calendar.

The Wake County School System has re-
viewed its own year-round schools twice since the
program’s inception in the form of multi-track
magnet schools.'® The first study, examining the
first two years of implementation in one school,
used race, sex, and free/reduced/paid lunch status
to create target groups in year-round and tradi-
tional schools to be compared. It concluded that
the participation in year-round education was not
associated with any significant difference in CAT
(California Achievement Test) test scores, which
were given at the end of each year, in reading,
math, or overall score.!¢

The second study covered three school years,
from 1992-1993 through 1994-1995, so student
groups could be tracked from third to fifth grade at
all Wake County elementary schools. The study
compared the percentage of students in three year-
round programs with the Wake County elementary
school average percentage of students that scored at
Levels I or IV on End-of-Grade (EOG) tests. EOG
tests, given at the conclusion of the school year, are
used to measure the progress of student academic




Overall, there appears to be a
slight but not overwhelming
advantage for year-round students
in learning basic content.

—N.C. ERUCATIONAL POLICY RESEARCH
CENTER, UNC-CHAPEL HILL

development. Students who score at Level Il or IV
are considered to have shown consistent mastery of
grade-level subject matter and skills, and they are
thought to be prepared to advance to the next
grade.!’

All three year-round magnet schools had a
higher number of students scoring at Levels II or
IV than the school system average by the fifth
grade. However, all three year-round schools had
a higher percentage of students who initially scored
at Levels III or IV on the EOG tests in the third
grade compared to the school system average of
third graders. This suggests that students initially
opting for year-round schools were—on average—
slightly better students than their traditional school
counterparts. By the fifth grade, the number of stu-
dents scoring Levels III or IV stayed about the
same among year-round students in both math and
reading, with one exception,'® while the system-
wide average increased (See Table 4, p. 13.)

The stable pattern in year-round schools was
probably due to the fact that so many students
scored at Levels IIT or IV initially and may have hit
a ceiling on achievement.'” The student population
of the Wake County year-round magnet schools is
very different from the system-wide student aver-
age. The student population at year-round schools
is mainly composed of white, middle-class children
of highly educated parents. The number of students
with free or reduced-price lunches is between 6 and
11 percent, well below the system average of 25
percent.?’ The percentage of non-white students in
the year-round schools ranged from 11 to 21 per-
cent, compared to the system-wide average of 31
percent.? (See Table S, p. 14.) And in the 1992
study, parents of year-round students were found to
be more than twice as likely to have a college de-
gree. In that study, 75 percent of the parents of
year-round students had an education of college or
higher, and 25 percent of the parents had a master’s
degree or higher (the second Wake County study

did not examine parent education, and the composi-
tion of magnet year-round schools may be changing
as more students needing remedial help transfer
into the program).”? The 1990 Census found that
35.3 percent of Wake County residents ages 25 and
over hold a bachelor’s degree or higher.

To factor out student differences, the second
study used an “effectiveness index” to compare
similar students across the school system. It found
that “year-round elementary students are perform-
ing about the same as similar students in other
schools.”? Thus, neither of the Wake County stud-
ies found that year-round schooling leads to better
academic performance.

In Reidsville, N.C., Rockingham County Con-
solidated Schools officials presented three studies
of the system’s year-round program to its school
board in November 1995. Each of these studies
matched individual students in the year-round pro-
gram with counterparts on the traditional calendar.
The pairings were based on several factors: grade
level, sex, race, free/reduced/paid lunch status, and
past performance on several tests. In one case, the
data showed a statistically significant difference in
performance for year-round students. Year-round
kindergartners at Moss Elementary performed bet-
ter than their traditional calendar peers on a teacher-
developed test.*

In a separate study conducted at Dillard
Primary School, year-round first- and second-
graders were matched with traditional calendar stu-
dents on sex, race, and scores on an entrance test
prepared by the principal. The study covered both
the 1993-94 school year and the 1994-95 school
year, and the year-round students generally outper-
formed their counterparts on the traditional calen-
dar.® No statistical tests were applied. Yet another
study of fourth-graders at four different schools
noted non-statistically significant positive differ-
ences in reading for year-round students and in
math for traditional students.?

If a district is looking to show -
major increases in standardized
tests, year-round schools are
not the answer.

— PHI DELTA KAPPA
CENTER FOR EVALUATION,
DEVELOPMENT, AND RESEARCH
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Table 3. Number of Year-Round Schools in North Carolina,

1996-1997
Total No.of  Enrollment in
School w/in Year-Round  Year-Round
School Level a School** Single-Track  Multi-Track Schools Schools
Elemenia::y Schools 43 7 39 6 88 7 33,989
Middle Schools* 13 1 2 16 6,976
High Schools 0 5 0 5 2,240
Special Education 0 1 0 1 113
Medical 07 7 1 0 1 11
Total 56 47 8 111 43,329

* Includes Penderela Elementary of Pender County which is K-8. v

*# School-within-a-school refers to a school that operates on both a year-round calendar and the
traditional calendar; and allows students to choose between the two. For purposes of this table,
multi-track schools are considered to be those with more than two tracks.

Source: N.C. Dept. of Public Instruction, “North Carolina 1996-1997 School Year Year-

Round Education,” Fact Sheet.

A later study comparing performance of fifth
grade students who had been on the year-round
calendar for two years to students on the traditional
calendar found the year-round students to be out-
performing their traditional calendar counterparts.
The study, which matched students on 1.Q., gen-
der, race, and socioeconomic status, found the
year-round students to have outperformed the tra-
ditional calendar students on 12 of 12 comparisons
of end of grade scores on reading and math. In
nine of the 12 comparisons, the differences were
statistically significant.?”

The Mooresville Graded School District is
another leader in year-round education in North
Carolina. Opening its first year-round program in
1990 at the elementary level with 202 students in
a school-within-a-school setting, it has since ex-
panded to almost 1,200 students in grades K-8.
All of the programs follow an optional school-
within-a-school approach.? With numbers pro-
vided by the school district, the Center has been
able to make some observations about the effects
of the year-round program on students. Using
EOG test scores gathered over a three-year period
(from the 1992-1993 to the 1994-1995 school
year), it is possible to track four groups of students
as they progress over three grades and compare
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year-round students with their peers on the tradi-
tional calendar. (The initial scores and finishing
scores are listed in Table 6, p. 17.)

The groups are: (Group 1) students progress-
ing from third grade through fifth grade; (Group 2)
students progressing from fourth grade through
sixth grade; (Group 3) students progressing from
fifth grade through seventh grade; and (Group 4)
students progressing from sixth grade through
eighth grade.

In the group of children tracked from third
through fifth grade and the group tracked from
fourth through sixth grade, a higher percentage of
traditional calendar students scored at Levels IIT
and IV after three years than did the year-round
calendar students. The percentage of traditional
calendar students scoring at this level in reading
and math also increased more over the three years
than did their year-round counterparts scoring at
this level.?® Thus, the traditional calendar students
began the three-year period with a lower percent-
age of students at Levels III and IV than the year-
round students, but traditional students ended the
study period with a higher percentage. The per-
centage of year-round students scoring Levels III
or 1V increased very little in reading and actually
declined in math over the three-year span.




L .

Table 4. Percentage of Students Scoring at Grade Level
or Above on the End-of-Grade Test,
Wake County Public School System, 1993-1995,
Year-Round vs. Average for County Elementary Schools

1993 1995 Increase or 1993 1995 Increase or
Year-Round Reading Reading  Decrease in Math Math Decrease in
School Score (%) Score (%) % Passing  Score (%) Score(%) % Passing
Durant Elem. 86 86 0 81 88 7
Morrisville Elem. 91 92 1 9 9 1
West Lake Elem. 90 89 1 89 85 4
County Elementary A
School Average 74 80 6 72 77 5

Students scoring at grade level or above (Levels III and IV) on the End-of-Grade Test are
considered to have shown sufficient mastery of course material to advance to the next grade.

Source: Wake County Public Schools, “Are WCPSS Multi-Track Year-Round Schools

Effective?” March 1996.

In the groups tracked from fifth through sev-
enth grade and from sixth through eighth grade, a
higher percentage of year-round students scored at
Levels IIT or IV on both reading and math after three
years. But in reading, traditional calendar students
started with a lower percentage scoring at this level.
By the end of the three-year period, the percentage
of traditional calendar students scoring at Levels IIT
or I'V had increased more than had the percentage of
their year-round counterparts. In math, for the
group tracked from fifth through seventh grade, the
year-round students progressed more than the tradi-
tional calendar students, and in the group tracked
from sixth through eighth grade, the students on
both calendars progressed about the same. The
population of those tracked from fifth through sev-
enth grade changed quite a bit over the time period
studied. The number of traditional calendar students
increased by 43 percent, while the number of year-
round students declined by 10 percent. It is un-
known how this change affected the test results of
this group.

Each of the four groups of students had two
opportunities—in reading and math—to do better
than their counterparts on the opposite calendar.
This provides eight areas of comparison for each
calendar to perform better than the other. In over-

all achievement, students on both calendars outper-
formed each other an equal number of times in
terms of the percentage of students scoring at
Level Il or IV in reading or math after three years.
But, in the growth of the percentage scoring Lev-
els IIT or IV over the three-year period, the per-
centage of traditional calendar students scoring at
this level increased more than the year-round stu-
dents in seven out of the eight opportunities. And,
the one time that the year-round students showed
greater increases in scores occurred among the
group followed from fifth through seventh grade.
This group had a strange population fluctuation
that may have skewed the results.

Therefore, the Center’s analysis indicates that
the Mooresville End-of-Grade test scores do not
provide any evidence that year-round education
leads to better academic achievement. If any-
thing, the traditional calendar students outper-
formed their year-round peers. Unfortunately,
socioeconomic data on the students involved was
not available and therefore could not be included
in this evaluation.

Carol Carroll, curriculum director for grades
kindergarten through eight for the Mooresville
Graded Schools, says the same remediation and
extended help available to year-round students has
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Table 5. Student Characteristics,
1994-1995, Wake County Elementary Schools,
Year-Round vs. All Wake County Elementary Schools

% Receiving Free

Year-Round Race or Reduced-Price
School White Black Other Lunch
Durant Road Elementary 79.2% 17.6% 3.2% 11%
Morrisville Elementary 86.7% 8.8% 4.4% 6%
‘West Lake Elementary 88.8% 9.9% 1.3% 7%
Average for All

Wake County Schools 69.4% 26.0% 4.6% 25%

Source: Wake County Public Schools, “Are WCPSS Multi-Track Year-Round Schools

Effective?’ March 1996, p. 2.

in recent years been offered to traditional calendar
students, so all Mooresville students have benefit-
ted from the move to the year-round calendar. This
has resulted in higher test scores for students on
both calendars, she says. Carroll also points out a
flaw in the data comparing year-round and tradi-
tional students. “In tracking grade levels over the
years, we are not necessarily tracking the same stu-
dents,” says Carroll. “There’s been lots of fluctua-
tion between calendars over the years because we
continually operate with choice. You may get chil-
dren at any point who have not had equal numbers
of days of school.”

Carroll also notes that in the first year of the
three-year period the Center examined (1992-93),
the year-round students’ scores were higher. “This
group included almost all the students who had
joined the program in 1990-91, and so they had had
two years of intensive help,” says Carroll. That was
the year the school system did its own evaluation of
the program. “We evaluated the initial project on
the 1993 year, when all the scores were higher,”
Carroll says. She adds that 1992-93 also was the
year RJR-Nabisco grant funding ran out. Since
then, the year-round program has received fewer
resources and has increasingly been a magnet for
students who are not performing well on the tradi-
tional calendar. “For problem students, it’s an op-
portunity for more time,” says Carroll, “but it dilutes
the scores.”
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Other Measures of Effectiveness:
Teacher Morale and Student Attitudes

Karen Banks, whoe directs the Wake school
system’s evaluation and research department,
says that if educators are looking at a year-round cal-
endar as the answer to lagging student performance,
they may be looking in the wrong place. “Achieve-
ment benefits aren’t compelling enough to convert
for that reason alone,” Banks says. “The achieve-
ment benefits plus the climate benefits become a
stronger argument. The more frequent breaks for
students and teachers can be very uplifting.”

And it’s such issues, whether improved morale
for teachers or better attitudes among students, that
educators often cite as points that favor year-round
schools. That’s the conclusion Bruce Boyles, the
Mooresville school system personnel director, drew
after studying the year-round programs in his school
system. Even though such objective measures as
test scores gave no clear-cut evidence that year-
round is superior, he says better morale among
teachers is a positive element that shouldn’t be ig-
nored. “Clearly the attitudes of year-round teachers
included in this study were more optimistic, and

Effie Green Elementary School
Principal Caroline Massengill with
students in cafeteria.




they had higher satisfaction levels at the conclusion
of the second year” of the program, Boyles says.
Norris Baker, principal at Walkertown Elementary
in Winston-Salem, downplays the significance of
test scores and says gains are evident only “when
you see it and live it.”

Caroline Massengill, former principal at
Morrisville Elementary in Wake County and now
principal at Effie Green Elementary in Raleigh, is
even more emphatic about what she says is a posi-
tive climate helped by the year-round calendar.
“The difference in teachers has been amazing,” says
Massengill, who pioneered the year-round program
in the state seven years ago. “The biggest place that
I see the benefits of year-round is at the end of the
year. As ateacher [in a traditional school], when it
got to be May or June, we were dead.”

With a year-round calendar, says Massengill,
teachers and students are able to return to school
four times a year feeling refreshed, instead of one or
two times under the traditional calendar. “I don’t
care if these kids have been in day care for three
weeks or at grandma’s for three weeks, they're
happy to be back,” she says. “I used to see that two
times during the year: at the beginning and after the
Christmas holiday.”

Elaine Hall, principal of Newton-Conover
Middle School, where all 650 students are on the
same year-round calendar, says the program has
made a noticeable difference with student behavior.
“Our referrals [to the principal’s office] have gone
way down,” Hall says. “In-school suspensions have
dropped, and so have out-of-school numbers.”

Year-round advocates also point to what they
say is a hidden advantage of the three-week
intersessions that come between the typical regu-
lar 45-day academic sessions. “It’s a different way
of looking at time and spending time,” says
Massengill. She likes to use the term “extended
learning” to describe how the three-week break is
used by the school and students. Students needing
remediation get four or five days of extra help,
usually right after the nine-week session ends, giv-
ing them as many as 12 extra days of school a
year. The cost of the remedial programs is
covered by state funds that would otherwise be
used for summer school.

Morrisville and other schools also sponsor en-
richment programs for all students. At Morrisville,
they’re known as “discovery days”—special
classes in each intersession that focus on a particu-
lar theme or activity such as aerodynamics or
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Egyptology. Students are charged $50 to partici-
pate in each of the three-day programs, Massengill
says. Local YMCAs or other day-care providers
also are tapped to provide supervision for students
when they are on break.

“There are plenty of things for kids to do dur-
ing breaks,” Massengill says. “We have parents
who say that summer was too long—the kids were
inside watching TV all day.”

But opponents of year-round schools wonder if
such intangible benefits are worth the cost—both in
the dollars that might be needed and in the disrup-
tions that families often face. Sabrine Owen, who
helped block a year-round school-within-a-school
in Davidson County, says she didn’t think the pro-
gram was worth the cost at a time when the schools
were short on textbooks and other supplies. Owen
feared that if the program were begun, it would take
preference over the traditional calendar.

“I have a concern about money,” she says. “It’s
like taking a house and dividing it down the middle.
The traditional kids are being slighted to make the
year-round program work.” Owen also suspects
that offering a single-track school-within-a-school
represented an effort to introduce a more ambitious
multi-track program in the future. Year-round pro-
grams had been proposed for the county’s two most
crowded elementary schools, even though the
single-track calendar wouldn’t save space. “We
knew that multi-track was in the backs of the minds
of the [school] board and the superintendent,” she
says.

Owen says her opposition boils down to a basic
question: “Why pay more for something that doesn’t
do anything extra?” She adds, “Superintendents are
looking for ways to raise scores, but what they’re
getting is an outdated idea. It’s never been proven
to do any of the things that they claim. School sys-
tems are sold too many ideas. They need to go back
to the basics instead of looking for some magic to
raise scores. I look at it like this: If IBM had been

We have parents who say that
summer [on the traditional
calendar] was too long—the kids
were inside watching TV all day.

—CAROLINE MASSENGILL
YEAR-ROUND SCHOOL PRINCIPAL
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School systems are sold too many

ideas. They need to go back to the

basics instead of looking for some
magic to raise scores.

—SABRINE OWEN
YEAR-ROUND SCHOOL FOE

making a computer since the 1960s and hadn’t ben-
efitted, they wouldn’t do it for that long. Why do it
with year-round schools?”

A Charlotte-based group opposed to year-round
education nationwide shares the view of Owen and
parents like her. The group, which calls itself Time
To Learn, receives backing from amusement parks,
summer camps, and other interests that view year-
round schools as a threat-—both in terms of their
market and their labor pool of high-school age stu-
dents. To counter the upbeat promotional message
delivered by the National Association for Year-
Round Education, Time To Learn disseminates a
different message: evidence of year-round’s failures
across the country. Through newspaper reports of
disillusionment with the 12-month calendar and
critical studies, the group has tried to build the case
that year-round education is more a failure than a
success.

“Increasing student achievement, controlling
the cost of education, and eliminating overcrowd-
ing are excellent goals,” Time To Learn concludes
in a position paper. “But year-round schools have
not been proven to meet these goals. On the ques-
tion of how to improve education, year-round
schools do not appear to be the answer.”*

Cost Effectiveness of Year-Round
Programs

In many cases, particularly in such high-growth
states as Florida and California, year-round
schools have been adopted because they are seen as
a less costly alternative to building more schools.
By staggering vacation schedules, students essen-
tially attend school in shifts, often allowing a school
to accommodate a population that is as much as a
third larger than otherwise.

But many educators say a year-round school
can be more costly to operate than one on a tradi-
tional calendar. A variety of expenses can raise the




budget: utilities needed to air-condition during the
summer, additional bus transportation costs, higher
maintenance costs due to the extra wear and tear on
the building, and the salaries of specialty teachers—
such as art and music—who must work during the
intersessions classroom teachers have off.

Indeed, the Asheboro City Schools system
dropped its school-within-a-school year-round of-
fering at the middle school level largely because
dwindling enrollment led to excessive cost. “We
had to have extra money to make it work, and we
were taking it away from the traditional calendar,”
says North Asheboro Middle School Principal Daryl
Barnes. “We were willing to offer it if enough stu-
dents had signed up.” The calendar was phased out
for the 1996-97 school year. In the prior year, only
95 students chose the year-round calendar. That
meant smaller class size for year-round students,
which was more expensive. It also meant that cer-

tain teachers who serve both calendars—such as
teachers of band, art, vocational education, and
Spanish—had to be on a 12-month calendar. Again,
this added to the expense of operating the school.
“There were not enough dollars to make it work,”
says Barnes. “We were taking dollars away from
our traditional students and giving them to our year-
round students.”

Still, other year-round proponents defend the
year-round program as costing no more to operate.
“We’re doing the year-round and the traditional pro-
gram within the same budget,” says Boyles of the
Mooresville school system. “We do know there are
some things that cost us less.” Boyles says because
the school operates two calendars, year-round stu-
dents returning for remediation during the break can
ride buses that are already on the road for traditional
students. Cafeteria personnel can be trimmed back
at times because there are fewer students eating

Table 6. Percent of Students Scoring at
Grade Level or Above on End-of-Grade Tests,
Mooresville Graded School District, 1993-1995,
Year-Round vs. Traditional

1993 1995  Increase or 1993 1995 Increase or

Grades Reading, Reading Decrease in Math, Math, Decreasein

Gronp ‘Tracked Calendar % Passing % Passing % Passing | % Passing % Passing % Passing
1 3-5  Year-Round 69.7 71.4 1.7 75.6 67 7 -79
Traditional . 66.2 75.2 9.0 70.0 70.8 0.8
2 46  Year-Round 69.9 70.5 0.6 68.7 65.3 -34
Traditional 66.7 76.2 9.5 65.3 73.5 8.2
3 5~7 Year-Round 69.9 73.5 3.6 65.5 76.5 11.0
Traditional 64.0 71.3 7.3 62.0 66.4 44
4 6-8 Year-Round 76.1 84.1 8.0 69.0 79.7 10.7
Traditional 62.7 76.5 13.8 65.5 771 11.6

= Lighter areas represent groups that outperformed peers on the other calendar.

Number of times outperformed peers on other calendar:

4
4

Year-Round
Traditional

Students who score at Levels Il and IV on the end-of-grade test are considered to have shown
consistent mastery of grade-level subject matter and skills. They are thought to-be prepared

to advance to the next grade level.

Data provided by Mooresville Graded School District.
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lunch when students on one calendar or the other
are on break. And teachers can be employed for an
extra month or two with no corresponding increase
in certain benefit costs such as hospitalization.

A study done by an outside contractor for the
Wake County Public Schools also found year-round
elementary schools to be competitive with tradi-
tional schools when operating costs were compared
on a per student basis.*® The study by the
Wilmington, N.C., office of the accounting firm
McGladrey & Pullen found average operating costs
of $3,849 per year for year-round elementary
schools and $3,819 for traditional elementary
schools. When capital costs were factored in, the
year-round elementary schools were found to be
cheaper, at $4,664 per student compared to $4,811
per student for traditional schools.

Indeed, the most ambitious experiments with
year-round schooling—most notably in California,
Texas, and Florida—have been launched in the
name of saving money that would be needed to build
new schools. By using a “multi-track” calendar,
typically one in which about a quarter of a school’s
enrollment is on vacation at any given time, more
students can attend the same school than if they all
attend on the same calendar.

Hence, some educators have argued that such

an approach can be an effective way to save mil-
lions of dollars on school construction by making
existing schools more efficient. “When you have
overcrowding, multi-track scheduling is always a
solution,” says Charles Ballinger of the year-round
association in San Diego, Calif.

But even though school systems and taxpayers
save in the short term on school construction, sev-
eral studies suggest that the long-term costs may
exceed the initial savings.? For example, a 1992
study in Wake County concluded that, after 20
years, the additional costs of operating a multi-
track school would have exceeded the cost of
building an entire new one.>

The system’s most recent study, however,
found costs to be slightly lower for year-round
elementary schools than for traditional schools when
capital costs and operating costs were combined.*
And the prospect of squeezing more students into
the same number of classrooms to save money in the
short-term remains a powerful argument in favor of
year-round schools. In New York City, school offi-
cials have been looking at the multi-track option as
they wrestle with a shortage of 30,000 seats alone
for a high-school population of about 312,000 stu-
dents.?> Chicago, too, is considering a year-round
calendar, both as a way to stem overcrowding in
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It's just another reinvention of the
flat tire, like whole language and the
open classroom.

~—YEAR-ROUND SCHOOL OPPONENT
DON PATTERSON

schools and to boost student performance.*

In North Carolina, the State Board of Educa-
tion endorsed the concept of year-round education
in 1991, citing more efficient use of buildings as
a key factor.’”” Also, the 1994 report by the N.C.
Educational Policy Research Center at UNC-
Chapel Hill listed several areas of perceived cost
savings in addition to reduced capital outlay for
new schools:*

B Reduced debt service for new construction.

m Cost savings for such items as books and furni-
ture that can be shared by students.

m Savings from not having to hire additional per-
sonnel, from principalsto custodians, who would
be needed to staff new buildings.*

The same report, however, goes on to give am-
munition to those who are not convinced of the cost
savings from year-round schools. Year-round costs
could be higher, the report says, due to the follow-
ing factors:

B High costs of starting the program.

B Higher utility costs for providing air-condition-
ing during the summer.

m Construction costs for installing air-condition-
ing units in year-round schools without cooling.

B Increased maintenance costs due to extra use of
the building.

m Extra money for remedial teaching during
intersessions.*?

The experiences of school systems in other
states suggest that big savings shouldn’t be ex-
pected with multi-track, year-round schools. For
example, the system in Albuquerque, N.M., has
been retreating from an aggressive push toward
mandatory year-round schools partly because sav-
ings weren’t being realized, in addition to a back-
lash by parents and changes in the makeup of the
local school board, says Don Patterson, a member
of the board. Patterson, who ran for the school
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board as an opponent of the year-round concept,
says the shift to a 12-month calendar didn’t live up
to its promise.*!

“The whole thing died under its own weight
because the claims never hold true,” Patterson says.
“The cost savings are never realized. The academic
improvements don’t happen. Schedules become
very complicated for families.” Patterson argues
that students benefit from unstructured learning
time away from school during the long summer
break and that the increased stopping and starting of
the segmented year-round calendar interrupts the
rhythm of learning. “With year-round education,
the aggregate time reviewing is probably longer
than on a traditional schedule since after each three-
week break there is a need for reacclimating chil-
dren to the school routine and reminding them
where they left off.... A segmented schedule
maximizes forgetting.”

At its peak during the 1992-93 school year,
Albuquerque’s year-round calendar was in place at
25 of its 126 schools (20 percent). Eight year-round
schools now remain (6 percent). Patterson says the
school system embarked on the year-round model
under a false premise: that voters wouldn’t support
a bond referendum for school construction.

“The administration didn’t do its homework,”
he says. “The premise wasn’t adequate for the pur-
pose. The cost savings were exaggerated. There is
no cost savings. We’ve figured out that we could
build schools cheaper.” Patterson characterizes
year-round schools as another quick-fix reform that
sounds good on paper but fails in practice. “It’s just
another reinvention of the flat tire,” he says, “like
whole language and the open classroom.”

Critics such as Patterson often cite the experi-
ences of Los Angeles, which all but abandoned a
systemwide single-track program at 543 schools af-
ter a two-year experiment that the state helped to
finance. The program cost the system an extra $4
million a year to operate.> Nevertheless, Los An-
geles continues to be a big player in the concept of
12-month schools. Some 240,000 L.A. students—
about one-third of the system’s total enrollment—
still attend multi-track year-round schools due to
overcrowding.*?

But even year-round advocate Ballinger con-
cedes that a distinction needs to be made between
those school systems that resort to year-round ses-
sions simply as a quick fix to crowded schools and
those systems that embrace the alternative calendar
for its educational benefits. Quick-fix programs
eventually will be rejected, as they were in Albu-
querque or in several Florida school systems that




now are backing away from year-round programs.
The other approach, aimed at improving education,
stands a better chance of success, he says.

The Seminole County school system in Florida
adopted a year-round calendar in the early 1990s,
even after an internal report concluded that the per-
student cost in a multi-track program would run 12
percent more than the cost of a traditional school
calendar. The same report concluded that any sav-
ings in capital costs would be lost after six years.*
But the school system had no choice other than
adopting a year-round program because voters in
1990 had rejected a $520 million bond referendum
that would have paid for new schools.

The 1990 study by Phi Delta Kappa concluded
that, “Cost savings which result from the avoidance
of new construction are reduced by higher operat-
ing and maintenance costs. In growing districts,
savings may be entirely offset if inevitably neces-

sary new construction is completed above original
estimates, due to inflation, or other increases. A dis-
trict should not consider implementing year-round
schools simply to save money.”*

The Importance of
Broad Public Support

eminole County Superintendent Paul Hagerty

distinguishes between multi-track and single-
track year-round calendar schedules. He told a
group of parents in Orlando, Fla., that “a multi-track
schedule is a very effective short-term solution to
overcrowding but is not desirable for a permanent
design. On the other hand, single-track schedules
can be highly desirable.” Once additional space
became available in the Seminole County Schools,
multi-track schedules were eliminated. The single-

“In her classroom our speculation ranged the whole world. She breathed curiosity
into each of us. When she left us, we were sad, but her light did not go out. She had

written her indelible signature on our minds. . ..”

—=JOHN STEINBECK
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Glossary of Year-Round Terms

Enrichment: An optional learning program of-
fered during the intersession. The activities of-
fered are normally less academic and are
intended to be fun as well as educational. Some-
times called “discovery days.”

.Extended year: A year-round calendar in which
students attend school more than the traditional
180 days apart from summer school or
remediation.

Grade enhancement: A week of educational
review, administered during the intersession, that
is offered to students who want to improve their
grades.

Intersession: A shortbreak between school ses-
sions. Typically three to five weeks, part of
which can be devoted to remedial work and en-
richment activities.

Magnet school: A school that students can
choose to attend as opposed to being assigned to
a school according to a zoned district. Each
school has a unique area of specialization such
as math and science, performing arts, or a year-
round calendar.

Multi-track: A year-round program that oper-
ates with different groups or tracks of students
attending on separate calendars. The groups at-
tend on a staggered schedule that rotates, so there
is always one group of students on vacation. This
way, the school can accommodate a greater ca-
pacity of students.

track schedules also were eliminated, says Hagerty,
for one valid reason and one not so valid reason.
The valid reason, Hagerty says, was the lack of a
common K~12 calendar in the Seminole County
Schools. The not so valid reason? The multi-track
experience eroded enthusiasm and psychological
support for the year-round experiment among
parents and teachers. Support for even the more
manageable single-track calendar could not be
sustained.

To Ballinger, the Florida system’s sudden dis-
affection is no surprise. “In Florida, it was a top-
down expansion without real buy-in from parents,”
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Remediation: A week of educational review,
administered during the intersession, that is
given to students who are at risk of failing. It is
the year-round version of “summer school.”

School-within-a-school: A school that operates
on both a year-round calendar and the traditional
calendar, and allows parents and students to
choose between the two.

Single-track: A year-round program in which
all of the students in the year-round program at-
tend school on the same calendar and take breaks
at the same time. It is offered for educational
purposes rather than as a means to remedy over-
crowding.

Traditional calendar: The typical American
school calendar in which students attend school
for nine months, from late August to early June,
with a concentrated three-month summer break.

Year-round calendar: A calendar in which stu-
dents attend school during all seasons of the year.
The school calendar is reorganized by eliminat-
ing the long summer break and replacing it with
more frequent short breaks.

—John Charles Bradbury

Ballinger says. “Too often, principals and superin-
tendents haven’t bought in to the year-round idea.
They’re doing it simply to solve the problem of
overcrowding.”

Ballinger’s point seems crucial to the debate
about year-round schools. As long as everyone in-
volved—parents, teachers, principals, and stu-
dents—think that the unconventional calendar has
merit, it holds promise as a potentially effective
reform. But rarely has the 12-month calendar
survived or flourished when parents and school
personnel feel that it has been forced upon them.

In North Carolina, virtually all of the three
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dozen school systems that offer year-round pro-
grams have largely avoided serious opposition be-
cause they operate their programs on a voluntary
basis. Those systems either run their alternative
programs side-by-side with traditional classes in
the same school, forming a school-within-a-school,
or they operate the entire school on a 12-month
calendar with voluntary enrollment. Wake County
has the only school system in the state with multi-
track programs—to help ease a critical shortage of
space—but those are voluntary as well and are
operating near capacity.

With the school-within-a-school model, how-
ever, educators often come to a crossroads in
which the number of students choosing one calen-
dar or the other gets out of balance and school

boards feel they must make a choice. In most re-
cent cases, this has resulted in the phase-out of
year-round schedules. Such was the case at North
Asheboro Middle School. “I’'m totally committed
to year-round education,” says Principal Daryl
Barnes. “If the school board would give me total
year-round, I'd take it in a heartbeat. But school-
within-a-school at the middle school level is tough.
I could take it for awhile if we were moving to-
ward total year-round, but that was not going to
happen here.”

Barnes says he saw declining interest in the
year-round calendar as students hit the seventh and
eighth grades and became more interested in
extracurricular activities. “Kids seem to make the
decision more than parents the higher up they go,”
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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

May 1997 27

Karen Tam



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

'
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