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Many school library media specialists in the
country find themselves faced with a major
organizational change from the usual six- or
seven-period day to a block schedule. No other
organizational change seems to affect so
many—teachers, students, and the library—so
suddenly. In this brief article, we look at the
concept of the block schedule, research about
it, how it affects the library media program, and
ideas for maximizing the positive features of the
block schedule in the library media center.

Background of Block
Scheduling

With a call to action, “Reclaim the Academic
Day!” the National Commission on Time and
Learning (NECTL) issued its report, Prisoners
of Time, in 1994.' Their premise:
... We have been asking the impossible
of our students—that they learn as
much as their foreign peers while spend-
ing only half as much time in core acad-
emic subjects. The reform movement of
the last decade is destined to founder
unless it is harnessed to more dme for
learning.*

This report recommended that academic
instruction include at least 5.5 hours of core
academic subjects: English and language arts,
history, mathematics, science, civics, geography,
the arts, and foreign languages. Other activities
deemed “worthwhile,” such as remediation and
enrichment activities, athletics, extracurricular
activities, study hall, and health and social
services, should be before or after the core.

Arguing for longer class time above the
usual 45 minutes in core subjects, Lauren
Resnick states, “The personal mental elabora-
tion that is necessary for successful learning
takes time—much more time than is typically
allowed for the study of any topic in the school
curriculum.”

A variety of ways exist to institute longer
core subject time blocks. Many schools expand
the usual six-period day into two days contain-
ing three 100-minute periods. On purple day
students attend three classes and on white day
they attend the other three. Another pattern has
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elective classes every day for 45 minutes and
core classes every other day for 100 minutes.

The Research on Block
Scheduling

Relatively little substantive research tests the
effectiveness of the block schedule and some of
it is controversial. According to the research
reported by Mistretta and Polansky, the assump-
tions of block scheduling include the following:

e  Teachers would have increased time to
improve their ability to become more
creative in the classroom (Canady and
Rettig, 1995).

e  Planning time for teachers would increase
(Canady and Rettig, 1995).

o Students would receive increased instruc-
tional time (Canady and Rettig, 1995).

e  More in-depth instruction would result in
fewer disruptions (Cooper, 1994).

e  About 80 percent of students and 85
percent of teachers on a block schedule
would prefer remaining with the block
(Tanner, Canady, and Rettig, 1995) *

Studies can be found that report successes
such as decreases in discipline problems and
lower dropout rates, increases in attendance,
higher grade point averages, and increased
course offerings.’

One study of the success of 4 x 4 (four
classes each semester in 90-minute blocks
instead of six 50-minute periods) showed that
80 percent of teachers, students, and parents
believed the program was successful. While
teachers, in general, “were using a variety of
instructional strategies, there was an overuse of
the lecture in at least 30 percent of the
classes.™

Teachers enthusiastic about block schedul-
ing consider that they are more intimately involved
on a daily basis with helping individual students in
the classroom and that their instruction can
become more student-centered. When teachers
threw out their old lesson plans, their level of
creativity escalated. Many teachers reported using
cooperative learning and had time to plan lessons
to match student learning styles.”
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Mistretta and Polansky note that when
block scheduling is implemented properly, the
following advantages will be realized:

e  Reduced number of class changes and
transitions during any one school day.

e  Reduced duplication and increased effi-
ciency.

e Areduction in the number of students
seen by each teacher daily.

e  Areduction in the number of teacher
preparations per day.

e  Reduced fragmentation.

e  Flexible instructional environments.

e  Variation of time based on the content
area.*

In the most recent study we found
(reported in Educational Leadership), 70
schools in Virginia were compared, some with
various forms of block schedules and others on
single schedules. Their conclusions follow:

To support further the case for block
scheduling, we offer the following obser-
vations. In block-scheduled schools, we
have evidence of a greater emphasis on
staff development . . . increased attention
to instructional programs . . . [and the]
perceptions of teachers and administra-
tors that block scheduling has had
positive impacts on the behavior of
students with low academic ability, on
achievement in math classes, on AP
scores, on foreign language classes, and
on the achievement of at-risk students . . .
For achievement in the performing arts,
perceptions were split, with students
seeing positive benefits for block sched-
uling but teachers seeing a negative
impact.’

In the same issue of Fducational
Leadership, a dissertation study done in a
single middle school found positive results on
final course averages and final grade point
averages. The authors concluded that this result
was probably due to the empowerment of
teachers who suddenly felt they were more in
command of learning."

Library Media Specialists
Respond

Since the authors found little research concern-
ing block scheduling in our own field, we asked
a class of practicing teachers and school librar-
ians enrolled in a masters degree program to
discuss various facets of block scheduling and
its impact on the school library. They covered
the following topics:

Impact on teaching. The group agreed
that of all the ways to restructure a school, the
block schedule instantly invokes major changes
in teaching and in school libracies. Teachers
are suddenly faced with a major assessment of
their teaching practices and if they do not
ckange, they face consequences since bored
students after 50 minutes of lecture respond
less well to 90 minutes of lecture.

Coverage of content. Our group
reported enthusiastic response to the block
schedule as teachers slowed the pace of cover-
age to a more in-depth approach to content.
Block scheduling allows teachers time to build
in cooperative group activities, time for reflec-
tion, and time to help every student during a
single class. They pointed out that the subject
areas react differently. For example, science
teachers have more time to prepare and con-
duct full experiments in 90 minutes than in 45
minutes. English and social studies teachers
seem to have more difficulty, and foreign lan-
guage instructors have the most difficulty and
of-en oppose block scheduling.

Student response to block scheduling.
The group agreed with Edwards concerning the
advantages for students:

e  Fewer classes permit students to devote
more time and energy to mastering sub-
jects without adding to their total study
time,

e  Working with fewer teachers each day,
students have fewer differences in learning
and behavior expectations to address.

e Ifastudent is absent or gets behind, there
are fewer classes to make up."

Students in the library media center.
The group saw major advantages for the library

media center and the librarian. A 90-minute

period gives students sufficient time to start
researching and get involved in it before the ‘
time comes to an end. Librarv media specialists

can cover searching skills and other informa-

tion literacy topics in more depth with time for ;
students to practice what they have just been

taught. They find more students getting involved

in their topics and coming in after school. They

see evidence of increased quality of student i
productions. They are also more likely to

provide correct citations for information since

they are not in such a hurry. They are more

likely to think about what they are finding

because the pressure on them is less.

More time gives the library media special-
ist and the cooperating teacher a chance to
help every learner, particularly the quiet ones.
In shorter time periods, those students who
always ask questions monopolize the time.
Passive students will sit quietly, not being any
trouble, but not learning either. The unmoti-
vated student remains unmotivated. During the
longer period, the teacher and the library have
more time to draw out these passive students.

This group did suggest that students are
more likely to go into depth rather than breadth
in their courses. From a purely library research
focus, they feel that this gives the students a
chance to get through the information literacy
model, that students begin to see the bigger
picture, and that they conduct their research in
a more efficient manner.

They agree with Teger, who sees teachers
spending more time on hands-on projects,
thorough discussions, field trips, lab work, in-
depth study, cooperative group work, and
technology applications."

Library media specialists worry. The
group noted that there is tremendous pressure
on teachers to have their students do well on
achievement tests that usually measure breath
of learning. Yet the block schedule encourages
lesser content but more depth. Performance on
surface-learning tests is likely to be affected. If
students score as well on tests even though they
are on the block schedule, we could argue that
one realizes the advantages of both worlds.




Our Conclusions

For the librarv media center, the opportunity to
engage students in longer periods of time has
some obvious advantages as the time increases
from 45 minutes to 90 minutes or more.
Research time, engagement, thinking time,
production time, reading time, reflection
time—all increase before the merciless bell
rings. In 45 minutes, by the time students get
settled and are introduced to resources, there
is little time for actual research. And the oppor-
tunity to cover more of the entire research
process model should significantly increase
their information literacy. Time to help every
student rather than the anxious few seems to be
4 major advantage.

As library media specialists, we don’t often
make the decision for or against block schedul-
ing, but we are one voice—one important
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voice. It gives us yet another avenue to lead.
The very nature of block scheduling encourages
more project-based learning, and that means
library time and technology.

As block scheduling is implemented in the
building, the library media specialist is in a
strong position to observe the impact on the
entire school—both in the lives of students and
in the struggles teachers are having with its
implementation. Again, if library media special-
ists document this impact in ways other that just
impressions or observations, they are in a
strong position to help decision-making bodies
make adjustments for everyone concerned—
from foreign language teachers who are wor-
ried to science teachers who are overjoyed.

Changes of this magnitude in a school and
in a library media center cry out for action
research to document the impact. Taking
baseline data about the number of projects, the

For years, you ve kn()Wn

types of projects, the quality of projects, the
number of teachers doing projects involving the
library, and the increased use of information and
technology systems should point the way to the
impact of the library media center on learning,

Block scheduling is not a panacea. It is,
however, another avenue for us to work with
faculty who are struggling to succeed and
suddenly realize they need help. Certainly,
teachers can fail equally well on the block as on
the short schedule. Being forced to change just
may open a few minds to considering how we
in the library media center can help. Library
media center leaders know when and where to
cast their nets. @
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