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Block: Don’t jump to conclusions

BY T Ssrmit
BTAFY WRITER
txnith@oe.homecomm.nat

At first glance, findings of an
independent cvaluator's two-
year study of block scheduling at

Farmi High School indi
definito bumps in the rond,

Those include the following
findings, in an evaluation by
Susan Axolrad-Lentz of Green-
tree carch Development Ser-
vices, Findings were made fol-
lowing focua groups and surveys
(at the end of 1997-98) of 70 fac-
ulty members and 693 students.

® A elight drop in the p t

against making any judgmoents
just yet, elmply becauso Green-
treo is now in the third year of
its cvaluation and because there
are good reasons for any drop in
student performance. Boaides,
they see many moro positives
than ives i

X AT L v e 4
What's next?:
' A poarent Information
mecting ‘on a propoged
biogk acheduling plan a¢
‘Haryison High School,

g n tha G
report,

“If there are some down sides,
it's not necessarily because
they’re dawn sides of block,” sald
FHS principal John Barrett. “It's
just that there are down sides of
education in general and issuen
we're going to always have to bo

i f. Studi who fail,

nge of top-achieving students,
with about 25 percent attaining
a 3.6-or-botter grade-point aver-

ot
who.don't do well in school,
that's always been an insue.”
Afcording to Judy White,

age in 1998, pared to about
33 percent before the block was
implemented;

o A widening gap between top
atudents and those at the lower
end of the achievement scalo, in
terms of whether they like block
scheduling;

M Lower Scholastic Aptitude
Test scores in mathematics,
dropping from 581 to 668 in
1897-98, the second year of black
at s
@ An increase in the number
of ninth-graders struggling with
grade points of under 2.0, from
about 22 percent in 19986 to 31
percent in 1998,

Wait a minute
But Farmington district offi-

cinls urge people to take a eoc-
ond, closer look. They warn

" tion for the drop in

t superintendent of
instruction for Farmington
schools, thero is a good explana-

A Tiussday, Feb.
in’the Harricon auditori-

arring any msajor
‘parental outery at the Fel.
8 meeting, Harrison's block
planis expecied to be
Approved by. the achool
‘board during the Feb, 28
maoeting, which bogine at
7:30 -p.m. at the Lewis
Schulman Admilnistrati

percent from 1998-07 to 1997-
98); most students value tha sev-
enth class; more students report-
ed being satisfied with the high
school expericnce than at North
and Harrison; “high initial con-
cern, cxpressed by teachers in
moat core academic and foreign
language departments about
meeting curriculum objectives in
a bleck schedule declined™; moro
faculty mombers and students
snigd they are getting to know
each other better.

Repurts such as Greentree's is
a way to “hald ourselves up to an
extremely high standard,” par-
ticularly in the assessmeat of
nu:r programs, White added.

‘Building, Ivcatod at 83500
Bhiawagsse, Also that
evening, o plan for North
High Echoo! also likely wilk

of
students achioving a GPA of 3.6+

.0,

*One could say, ‘Oh-oh, block
acheduling is lowering grade-
point averages,’ * White said, “Or
one could say, ‘Students are tak-
ing more classes than they did
before, getting involved in more-
rigorous (learning), driving to a
deepening understanding ... cre-
ating more challenges for kids.'*

That is just what White
belioves is happening at Farm-
ington High, and what ‘wlll lmp;

~ R R
- Note:'If the proposals are
OX'd, block scheduling will
begin in 1599-2000 at North
and én 2000-2001 at Harrison.

i

boing more challenged,” White
said. “... What's frustrating
abaut all of this is, other scheol
districts across the country have
not collected this kind of data.”
Among positive findi were

's Axelrad-Lentz also
guards against making early
judgment calls, particularly
since data is continuing to be col-
lected. “One year’s data does not
indicate a trend.”

In her report summary, Axel-
rad-Lentz atated that Farming-
ton High students and staff “are
growing more fatnfu‘r_mhle with

-~
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pﬁmz According to Judy White, assistant ;
superintendent of

Se

] instruction for Farmington Public
Is, it may be two or three more years before any

definitive trend about block scheduling can be

tho block
is being modified to emphaaize
‘big ideas’ and clasa time is being
used for more active and interac-
tive learning.”

Another factor is that block
acheduling requires that stu.
dents Jtnkn a larger quantity of

pen when block is
over the next two years at North
and Harrison high schools.
*“Kide are buing more chal-
lenged, and the top kids are

BIOCk from page Al

foll more are
taking Advanced Placoment
classes, nnd doing well in them
{the number of kids qualifying in
at least. one arca increased by 10

classes, involv-
ing eritical thinking and problem
solving.

“We are no longer just saying,
come to class, memorizo these
facts, give it back to ua on a test

determined.

and that determines your grade,”
White said. “Now we're soying,

_come to class, memorize these
facts, apply them to a problem,
do a project to demonstrate that
they've learned it."

Be objective
White explained that Green-

trec was hired by the district to
*bring a very pure and objecti

Jook” at tha subjoct, and to hel
na the district continues collect
ing hard data about where block
is succeeding and where it miglt
necd some improvement. She
emphasized that it might be
another two or three yeara
before enough of a trend can bp
identified. . :
Any comparisons between

Floase soe BURVEY, AB

it’s working very woll at Farm-
ington High ~ even though mak-
ing definitive judgments about
success or failure {8 premature
until more school years como and
go and more data is collected and
analyzed.

“We have beon pursuing the
whole idea of changing the way
we uso time for the past nine
years,” said Judy White, the dis-
trict's assistant superintondent
of inatruction, *It's stemming, in
general, from demands that soci-
ety is now placing on the learner.

*That means the amount of .
information that students arc:

expected to (learn), the type of
skills they’ro d to have in

*Change doesn’t como easy,”
Barrett said. “Parents grow up
through a system {(from) 20-30

years ago... and they think that's *

the way the system should be
now. Even though times have
changed, kids have changed, the
job world... And yot people still
want it the way it was.”

Making the adjustment
Farmington district officiala
strongly believe in block, despite
any akepticism of a plan that,
due to increased staff, will coat
about $500,000 more per ool
ench year to implement. In fact,
‘White said criticism of public
ed fon now is “a national

the workforce, the way they're
expected to use technology or
work in teama.”

Proponents for block say it
gives teachers and students
more time to: go in-depth on sub-
jec!!j apply lgnowledgn through

port.”
So for, at Farmington High,
‘hers and stud N

like block scheduling, which fea-
tures SMART, Student Managed
Academic Resource Time, In
SMART, students sign up for

o P

have the chance to take more
courses; experience achool in o
more-relaxed atmosphere; and
finigh lessons in one chunk -
instead of shutting down and
starting up leasons that carry
over, from one day to the next.

"l‘ts being nble to have biclogy
claabes walk down to the city
park and bo able to do water
samples, come back, analyze it
all dnd get the results, all within
the[confines of an 86-minute
peribd,” Barrett said.

Some have questions
Flip-sido issues have included
Ttk 1 and h

can|adjusat to longer class peri-

ods; valuable instruction time is
1ost| because of classes mesting

, get tutorio! help, get a
jump on homework or attend

teachers do a really goed job of
breakingft up” -

He nlso thinks it is more bene-
ficin! to learn in a stimulating,
interactive way, which the block
allows.

“It's more hands-on, applying
things more,” Justin lained.

According to band-orchestra
teacher Parkinson, there's
“always hesitancy to change. But
wo're getting more cvaluations
in, studenta are developing more
strategies for succosa. They
couldn’t do that in the former

*It helps.you lenn more, rather
than taking notes or seeing
things on the board.”

*I love it," said senior Heather
Bruce, who began her FHS
career upder the former system.
“We.take ancther class and we
have. more time to complete
classes... It (block) sounded scary
at first, but it's good; not boring

More ways to teach

Music teachers Norm Logan
and John Parkinson said block
scheduling gives them the
chance to instruct kids in a vari-
ety of ways.

Logan, who teaches instru-
mental music, said faculty in
that department initially were
“very concerned” about going to a
aynuzm that did away with daily

more-fun activitics,
T do like it (block scheduling),
b a lot of the hers pre-

pare us for college,” said FHS
junior Justin Frechette. “Having
(built-in time) for homework
helps.”

Justin said he and friends at
first weren’t sure about going to
longer classes, because they did-
n’t know if teachors could be
effective for that long or whether
students might get bored, "But

tudent instruction. Two
years later, however, more posi-
tives than negatives are ecmerg-
ing.

“We can have large-group
instruction, with 75 kids, or we
can have a sectional, take all the
brass players and work with
them, and then put everything
bock together all in that time,”
Logan said.

reflects

let your Inner sparkle shine through
with gentle highlights

three times a week instead of
five} music students or those on
& higher-track (Advanced Place-
ment) are hindered; or if ramifi.
cations due to the loss of daily
class time in subjects such as
math and foreign language
would arise.

Various plans have been under
the microscope since apring
1998, when Harrison parents
almost rebelled against a propos-
al to go to the controversial four-
by-four block. (In four-by-four
block, students would take four
clasaos in one scmestor and
switch over to four ather courses
in the next.)

That resistance did force Har-
rison administrators to redo the
school’s plan into one with acven
courses (taught in an olternating
format) and an optional “X-
block™ an extra period in which
students decide how to uso it.

But at least North and Harri-
son have Farmington High's
block experience to use as a
guide; this is the third year of
the block at FHS.

*Thoy're going to schoal on us,
as aro districts all across tho
stato,” Barrett said, “We've host-
od dozons of sessione where
wo'vo had teachers from other
schools.”

Barrett emphasized that there
is a simple reason why somo par-
ents, and teachess, have balked
at tho notion of restructuring

Zhow inatruction ia delivered.
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In minutes. Call for an
appolntment or stop by

a complementary
consultation.You'll be
amazed at what a
fitlle color can

do for youl
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gystem, b there wasn’t
enough time.”

Meanwhile, both Barrett and
White said there is no evidence
to suggest that teachers are
burning out faster, despito being

Gift Certificates

called upon to be more innova-
tive, adaptable and durable.
They now lead classes for about
30 minutes longer than under
the old set-up.
*That's teaching,” White eaid.
“And that's good hing, Good

upping their odda that they cap
opply good teaching.”
Barrett cited an independen
evaluator's two-year study u:l'
FHS and block scheduling. :

*Evid comea from the

teachers do that (adjust). The
difference is, now when you give
good teachers more time to tune
in to individual learners, and
you run less kids in front of
(your) eycs every day, you're

clea
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(Greentree Research and Devel-
opment Services) report that stu-
dents nnd teachers are feeling
more relaxed under this system,”
Barrett gaid. H
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