Block Scheduling and the School Music Program

Rick Owens

BU11925633

For CFAMU777

Music Education I: Philosophy and History

      Boston University

     Fall II, 2006

Block Scheduling and the School Music Program

“For years we have heard that there are only two things certain in life-death and taxes.  We know now that there are three- death, taxes and school reform.”
Strategic Planning Report

American Bandmasters Association

1994

A History of Block Scheduling


Block Scheduling is not a new scheduling model.  It in fact has its roots in the modular scheduling experiments of thirty and forty years ago.  The concept was resurrected when Public Law 102-62, the Education Council Act of 1991, established the National Commission on Time and Learning.  The commission’s 1994 final report entitled “Prisoners of Time” stated that “Time is the missing element in our great national debate about learning and the need for higher standards for all students.”
 The report advocated that schools be reinvented around learning, not time.  Too often the need to create an orderly academic schedule supersedes the needs of the students.  As the commission put it, “… fixing the flaw means that time should be adjusted to meet the individual needs of learners, rather than the administrative convenience of adults.” The report presents five unresolved issues it believes are insurmountable barriers to improving education.  First they believe the fixed school clock and calendar is a fundamental design flaw that must be changed.  Secondly, academic time has been lost to a host of nonacademic activities.  
Third, the schedule must be modified to adjust to modern life in America.  Fourth, educators do not have the time they need to do their job properly.  Finally the fifth, mastering world class standards will require more time for almost all students.”
 “Prisoners of Time” lead many school reform advocates to begin pushing the idea of modular or block scheduling to address the issues raised by this commission.

Dr. Robert Canady, Professor and former Chair for the Department of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies at the University of Virginia, and Dr. Michael Rettig, assistant professor of Education at James Madison University, quickly became leaders of the school schedule reform movement.  In 1995 Canady and Rettig summarized the goals of the high school schedule reform movement as to reduce the number of class changes and movement during the school day, to reduce the duplication and inefficiency in the traditional single period day, to reduce the number of student/teacher contacts and daily classroom preparations, to reduce the fragmentation reported in the traditional single period day, and to provide large blocks of teaching and learning time in order to encourage active teacher and student involvement in the learning process.


Many configurations of the block schedule have been introduced since the early 1990’s.  The most prevalent block is the 4X4.  In the 4X4 students attend four classes per day which will last anywhere from eighty five to one hundred minutes.  Students take the same classes for one semester for which they receive one full year’s credit for each course.  They then take four different classes during the second semester, receiving four additional full year credits.  Students have the possibility of earning eight credits per school year.  The A/B or alternating block schedule is similar to the 4X4 in that students attended four classes daily for eighty five to one hundred minutes.  The difference is that students take a total of eight different classes every two days; attending four classes on A days followed by four different classes on B days.  All classes meet the entire school year.  Students have the possibility of earning eight credits per school year.  The Intensive Block pairs two core classes which meet for sixty days with up to three year long elective courses.  The semester is split into trimesters and every sixty days students begin two new core classes while continuing their elective classes.  Students can earn up to nine credits per school year.  The Modified block is a build your own schedule in which many schools utilize elements from other block schedules as well as other scheduling ideas in a format to best suit their individual school needs.

By the mid-nineties, the block scheduling movement was extremely popular amongst administrators and school boards.  There was an explosion of exploration of and experimentation with the block schedule format.  A 1997 survey by the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction found that during the 1992-93 school year, six schools in the State of North Carolina or two percent of the states high schools were on a 4X4 block schedule.  That number rose to two hundred and fifty four schools or sixty five percent of the state’s high schools during the 1996-97 school year.

Criticisms of Block Scheduling

In John Benham’s case study entitled “Block Schedule- The Perils” he reports the loss of total instructional time involved in moving to Block Scheduling.  During a traditional six period day, classes meet one hundred and eighty times for fifty five minutes for a total of 9,900 classroom contact minutes.  Block schedules meet ninety times for eighty five minutes for a total of 7,650 classroom contact hours.  This is a total of 2,250 minutes of lost classroom instructional time due to the block schedule.  This is equivalent to eight weeks of instruction.

A Georgia Department of Education study conducted in 2004 found that scores in End of Course Testing in seven out of eight cores subject areas was slightly higher in schools not on block schedule. The study concluded that “In sum, no scheduling practice examined is consistently or meaningfully associated with higher EOCT performance.”

Dr. David J. Bateson of the University of British Columbia studied 30,000 10th grade students in British Columbia who took science courses in year-long or semester-long blocks ["Science Achievement in Semester and All-year Courses," Journal of Research in Science Teaching, 27(3): 233-240 (1990)]. Students in year-long science courses significantly outperformed both those taking science in the first semester and students taking science in the second semester.  His research also indicates that first semester science student scored significantly lower on end of year testing in science than second semester students under the block schedule.
  This suggests that AP students taking a first semester class would be at a disadvantage as compared to students taking a second semester AP class under the 4X4 plan.
Block Scheduling’s Negative Impact on School Music Programs


Advocates of block scheduling have long known that this type of scheduling could be potentially devastating to performing arts programs.  In the 1997 survey by the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction cited earlier, the department states “While the block schedule is rated as good as or better than traditional schedule for all courses, there is general agreement that math, foreign languages and AP courses, as well as music, are less successful in the block schedule than other courses.”
  In the book “All Around the Block: The Benefits and Challenges of a Nontraditional School Schedule”, Michael Rettig and Robert Canady acknowledged that performing arts teachers, and in particular band directors, feared that limiting instruction in band to one semester would negatively impact their performance quality.  They counter by saying “students with serious musical interests signed up in the program for the entire year.” 
 This implies that those students who do not take music for the entire year do not have serious musical interests and would not enhance the performance quality of the ensemble anyway.  That does not account for the fact that many of the best music students are also the students who would be in honors and AP classes which in many cases are being double blocked in order to increase test scores.

The Virginia Music Educators Association published a position statement in 1996 that states in part “The strict 4x4 or semester block does not allow for sequential learning throughout the year. Further, it creates barriers for students wishing to continue in music performance classes throughout high school. The increase in scheduling conflicts created by adopting a four-period day frequently denies students access to performing arts classes for an entire year.”  They go on to conclude “There are creative ways in which innovative scheduling may enhance instruction in Virginia's schools; however, we encourage careful consideration be given to the full implications of the 4x4 block schedule on ALL programs before endorsing its implementation.”
 
Gary Hall in his 1992 master’s thesis for Adams State College entitled “The Effects of a Four Period Day on Colorado High School Performing Arts Classes” looked at the effects of block scheduling on school music programs in twenty four Colorado Schools.  He found that eighty eight percent of the schools found the four period day to be detrimental to performance groups.  Seventy seven percent of the schools surveyed experienced a reduction in music enrollment as a result of block scheduling.

According to the Kentucky Department of Education, Western High School, a pioneer in Kentucky block scheduling saw a fifty three percent reduction in student participation in High School band and chorus in the first four years of block scheduling.
  Wasson High School in Colorado Springs, CO lost seventy three percent of their music students in the first three years of their move to the block and during the first three years of 4X4 scheduling.
  Pulaski HS in Dublin, VA saw a fifteen to twenty percent reduction in band enrollment each year.


In their book Block Scheduling: Implications for Music Education, Larry Blocher and Richard Miles report the findings of a two years study they conducted.  This study investigated the impact block scheduling has had on performing arts classes- band, chorus and orchestra.  The study involved nearly two hundred music programs in schools that have adopted block scheduling in four states: Kentucky, Indiana, Michigan and Wisconsin.  Directors were asked a series of questions about block scheduling and the effects it has had on their program.  The results of their study originally published in 1994 are illustrated below.
Table 1- Change in enrollment in performance based music classes after implementation of full block

	State
	Percent Decreased
	Percent Unchanged
	Percent Increased

	Kentucky
	44%
	46%
	1%

	Indiana
	30%
	50%
	20%

	Michigan
	43%
	57%
	0%

	Wisconsin
	38%
	50%
	12%


Table 2- Percentage of directors reporting scheduling conflicts as the primary reason for students leaving the music program

	Kentucky
	Indiana
	Michigan
	Wisconsin

	69%
	45%
	67%
	68%


Table 3- Percent of directors reporting schedule conflicts with upper class students since implementing block scheduling

	Kentucky
	Indiana
	Michigan
	Wisconsin

	46%
	21%
	43%
	39%


Table 4- Percent of directors reporting an increase in conflicts when students try to enroll in more than one performing ensemble since implementation of block scheduling

	Kentucky
	Indiana
	Michigan
	Wisconsin

	Not Polled
	44%
	52%
	54%


Table 5- Percent of directors reporting a decrease in ensemble performance proficiency since implementing block scheduling

	Kentucky
	Indiana
	Michigan
	Wisconsin

	25%
	31%
	34%
	54%


Table 6- Percent of directors reporting increased problems maintaining balanced instrumentation and vocal parts since implementation of block scheduling

	Kentucky
	Indiana
	Michigan
	Wisconsin

	50%
	22%
	33%
	39%



The results of the Blocher and Miles study are quite alarming.  While Table 1 shows that a small majority of programs reported no change or an increase in enrollment, four out of every ten performance based ensembles reported a decrease in enrollment due to the implementation of block scheduling.  The overwhelming majority of directors blame scheduling conflicts for loss of students as illustrated in Table 2.  Tables 3 and 4 look more closely at the problems associated with increased schedule conflicts focusing on the difficulties of accommodating upper classmen and students involved in multiple performing ensembles.  Table 5 illustrates that one in three directors polled believed the performance proficiency of their ensembles decreased after the implementation of block scheduling.  With students who could successfully get scheduled into their performance ensembles, one in three directors reported having difficulty fielding a balanced ensemble.


In 1995 Blocher and Miles published a follow up study that examined high school performance based music programs in thirteen states.  This study found that sixty five percent of music teachers of performance based ensembles felt that the quality of their ensemble declined after moving to block scheduling.  Sixty nine percent of those teachers polled reported a decrease in enrollment in music classes after block implementation.  Sixty eight percent of those directors classified block scheduling as being detrimental to their performance based music classes.
 Facing these overwhelming statistics, it should come as no surprise that in a May 2006 online poll conducted by the Music Educators National Conference through their website found that only seven percent of music teachers would choose block scheduling as their preferred type of school schedule.

Models of Success


Creative music educators have begun to adapt block scheduling so that it is more advantageous and less detrimental to performance based music classes.  By using modified block scheduling, many directors are able to lessen or eliminate the issue of scheduling conflicts while preserving daily contact with performing ensembles.  For instance, Angola High School in Angola, Indiana utilizes a split block within the 4X4 framework.  With the split block, band students can take band class for half of a block, and pair it with another offering for the second half of a block.  The student would receive one half unit of credit for a semester in each class.  This preserves daily contact with students while allowing more flexibility within their schedule.  Jon Milleman, Band Director at Angola High School credits much of the success of their transition to block scheduling to their principal and his “commitment to maintain the currently level of success in their program.”  He approached the music program with the philosophy of “let’s not try to fix something that is not broken.”


Roosevelt High School in Greenbelt, Maryland uses a unique Hybrid Schedule made up of single and double classes.  Students take two single semester extended classes for ninety minutes with three year long courses that meet for forty five minutes.  This type of scheduling allows for performing ensembles to meet daily and meet for the entire year.  It provides flexibility in many subject areas to choose whether they would be more effective in a longer block for one semester or a shorter block for the entire year.


There are many other success stories that could be listed.  Each performing arts program that has found success in block scheduling has common themes.  First, a supportive administrator is a must.  An administrator that will listen to and understand the concerns of a performing arts director and will support the preservation of a strong program will help find an alternative to detrimental straight block schedule.  Secondly, the performing arts teachers must get themselves involved in the block scheduling planning and implementation.  The concerns of the performing arts will take a back seat to core classes directly measured by the No Child Left Behind Act if there is not a strong advocate for the arts in the planning process.  Lastly, become informed about what has worked elsewhere and tailor other plans to your particular situation.  One of the most important components of successful block scheduling is creating a framework that takes in the special characteristics of the individual high school, student body and community.  What works for one school may not necessarily work for another.

Block scheduling has been around for nearly fifteen years and yet a surprisingly small number of longitudinal studies have been done on the effects of block on student learning.  As with many educational reform initiatives, this may be a temporary “fad” that will soon be replaced by another reform movement.  Whether that is the case or not, music educators must be proactive advocates for their programs and their students.  If a director finds themselves in a block scheduling model that is not working for their program, they must voice their concerns and attempt to initiate change.  In the long run, it is about what is best for the student and their education.  That is our responsibility and charge as their teachers, mentors and guides.
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Grade Self Evaluation for CFAMU777- Fall II, 2006

Rick Owens U11025633


I strongly believe that my grade in Music Education I: Philosophy and History of Music Education should be an A.  Below I will split my argument up into three areas, assignments, discussions and the final paper.


My current assignment grades up to today, the last day of the course, have been high A’s.  I have shown understanding and mastery of concepts presented.

As for the discussion portion of the course, I feel that I have added a great deal to discourse going on in the discussion boards.  My comments have been frank, open, thoughtful and timely.  I have been diligent in responding to questions or comments posed by other students, and actively questioned and commented on their postings.  I believe I consistently added positively to the discussion threads.

Finally, my final paper and outline were well thought out, researched and presented.  There were many topics listed for the final project that would have been easier, but I chose an individual topic that has tremendous relevance for me and one that I would learn a great deal.  The research I have done, and the paper I have written are going to be a basis for me advocating change to our school’s 4X4 schedule.


In summary, I believe I have done consistently excellent work that warrants an A for this course.
� Blocher, Larry R., and Richard B. Miles Scheduling and Teaching Music


(Springfield, Ill.: Focus on Excellence, Inc, 1999) 20.


� Jones, John , and Carol Schwartz. "Prisoners of Time (Archived)." United States Department of Education. United States Department of Education. http://www.ed.gov/pubs/PrisonersOfTime/index.html (12 December 2006).





� Blocher, 20.


� NWREL. "Scheduling Alternatives: Options for Student Success." Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory. http://www.nwrel.org/request/feb97/article3.html (12 December 2006).


� North Carolina Department of Public Instruction. "Block Scheduling In North Carolina: Implementation, Teaching, and Impact Issues ." North Carolina Department of Public Instruction. http://www.dpi.state.nc.us/block_scheduling/1997_eoc_brief/summary.html (10 December 2006).


� Benham, John. "Case Study ." Counterpoint. supportmusic.com. http://www.supportmusic.com/drjohn/archive/2005_02_23.mhtml (10 December 2006).


� Domaleski, Christopher S. "An Examination of Block Scheduling Practices and End of Course Test Performance." Georgia Department of Education. Georgia Department of Education. http://www.doe.k12.ga.us/_documents/curriculum/testing/eoct_block_report_2004.pdf (11 December 2006).


� Bateson, David. "Science Achievement in Semester and All-year Courses." Journal of Research in Science Teaching 27, no. 3 (1990): 236.


� North Carolina Department of Public Instruction.


� Rettig, Michael D., and Robert L. Canady. "All Around the Block: The Benefits and Challenges of a Nontraditional School Schedule." School Administrator 53 (1996): 13.


� Hinn, D. Michelle. "VMEA Block Scheduling Statement." Virginia Music Educators Association. Virginia Polytechnic Institutes and State. http://www.music.vt.edu/outreach/vmeal/1990year/1996/no1/block.html (12 December 2006).


� Miles, Richard B. Block Scheduling: Implications for Music Education (Springfield, Ill.: Focus on Excellence, Inc, 1996) 6-7.


� Ibid., 7.


� Hinn.


� Ibid.


� Miles, 16-17.


� Ibid., 22-23.


� Ibid., 29-30.


� Ibid., 44-45.


� Ibid., 37-38.


� Ibid., 32-33.


� Meidl, Kevin. "Problems with Block Scheduling." Music Educators Journal 84, no. July (1997): 11.


� MENC. "Question of the Month." MENC. www.menc.org/publication/articles/block/survey/quesform.cgi?display=all (10 December 2006).


� Miles, 74-79.


� Miles, 87-97.





