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Introduction

Platte High School is located in rural Platte, South Dakota.  Situated seventy miles southwest of Mitchell, and one hundred and twenty miles west of Sioux Falls, Platte is a self-sufficient community of approximately 1300.  The high school building in Platte currently houses grades 7-12.  Class sizes range from twenty-four to thirty-eight.  Platte High School employs seventeen full-time and five part-time certified staff.

In recent years Platte High School has undergone a number of changes.  For the past three years, the district has been involved in various remodeling projects.  Additional classrooms and a new multi-purpose room were added to the elementary school building.  A major renovation has occurred in the high school building as new windows and a new heating system were installed, ceilings were lowered, and science labs and bathroom facilities were updated.  Renovation of the high school building was more extensive than originally planned due to a roof fire that occurred during construction work during the summer of 2002.  Fire damage was contained to the high school’s small gym, used mainly for grade school athletics but also housing the stage area.  After the fire a new stage, gym floor, and ceiling had to be installed.


Two significant changes occurred during the 2002-2003 school year.  The first involved a change in administration.  The school superintendent’s contract was not renewed.  This was seen as a positive change by the majority of the staff.  The superintendent was seen as dishonest, uncaring, and hostile to teacher/student needs.  A new superintendent began work in June 2003 and has already gained the respect of the staff.  Trust in administration was sorely damaged by the previous superintendent but has begun to be re-built by the new hire.  The second change was seen as extremely detrimental to Platte High School.  In an effort to reduce costs, three teachers were eliminated from the staff though one was re-hired as a part-time teacher.  This reduction in force eliminated the visual arts program and reduced the computer/technology and music programs.  The results of the cuts include a sharp reduction in the number of electives available to Platte students and a distinct uneasiness among the staff that the cuts are not over yet.

Now another possible change is on the horizon for Platte teachers.  The school board and administration are looking into changing from a traditional schedule to a block schedule.  The Platte school day currently runs a seven-class day, with each class lasting fifty minutes.  If a block schedule is adopted, eight seventy-five to ninety minutes classes will be offered, and classes would meet every other day.  This would mean a significant change for teachers.  For example, instructional time will be lost, and new teaching methods for the longer blocks may need to be developed.  At the opening of the current school year, the majority of the teaching staff expressed negative feelings about the move to block scheduling.
Endings

As the junior high language arts and literature teacher in Platte, I have been able to witness for myself some of the effects of the proposed transitions.  Although the new block schedule is not a definite part of the 2003-2004 school year, most staff members believe it will become reality and are already struggling with the transition.  In Managing Transitions, William Bridges points out that overreaction is one possible outcome of the endings stage of transitions.  (Bridges, 27).  I believe we are seeing this type of overreaction in Platte.  Many staff members are vehement in their opinions that a change to block scheduling will have only negative effects on the education received in Platte.  They have been unwilling to acknowledge any possible benefits.  Bridges writes, “Overreaction also takes place when a small loss is perceived as the first step in a process that might end with removing the grievers themselves.”  (Bridges, 27).  This is a very possible cause for the extreme negative reactions displayed by some teachers.  One reason given for changing to a block schedule is that many of our neighboring schools have adopted it.  If P.H.S. also moved to block schedule, this would allow school districts to share teachers.  This is a threatening idea to many teachers.  They are facing the possibility of getting cut from staff or of being shuffled between two school districts.

One area of transition that has been neglected in the past at Platte High School is in the area of distribution of information about changes.  Bridges advises that when it comes to transition, you should give people the information they need and then give it again.  (Bridges, 32).  In the past lack of communication has been a recurring complaint by the staff of P.H.S.  For example, it was not unusual for staff to learn about upcoming events or changes for the first time when they read about them in the school board minutes in the local paper.  This fosters resentment and mistrust among staff, administration, and school board members.  Currently our new superintendent is trying to address this issue.  He e-mail staff summaries of all board and committee meetings and has set up an advisory board consisting of both certified and non-certified staff.  One issue addressed by this advisory board has been block scheduling.  These attempts at improved communication have been well-received by the staff and will serve the administration well if they decide to pursue block scheduling.

Another problem that will face Platte High if block scheduling is adopted is defining what’s over and what isn’t.  (Bridges, 33).  Block scheduling will result in a loss of instructional time for all high school teachers.  Teachers will not be able to cover the same amount of curriculum and will be faced with the difficult decision of what should be cut.  Of the three reactions to this confusion Bridges lists, I foresee two as being problems for our staff.  First of all, we will have teachers who “…don’t dare to stop doing anything.”  (Bridges, 33).  Overwhelmed with the task of trimming their carefully-planned curriculum, they will attempt to do it all with less time and will eventually face burn out.  Secondly, we will have teachers who “…make their own decisions about what to discard and what to keep.”  (Bridges, 33).  The resulting inconsistency will weaken our current 7-12 curriculum.  One way to deal with these problems is to allow staff time to prepare for the loss of instructional time.  Staff members should be given in-service time to meet with other department members.  During this in-service time, teachers will be able to re-align the 7-12 content areas to match both state standards and the new time frames dictated by block scheduling.
Neutral Zone

Platte is in or near the Neutral Zone phase.  As I stated previously, most staff members feel the transition to block scheduling is imminent.  Bridges writes, “Neutral Zone management is not something that would be nice if you had more time.”  (Bridges, 42)  For this reason it is imperative for Platte High School to take an active approach to the Neutral Zone.  There are several steps that can be taken to enhance this stage of transition.  Bridges offers a number of suggestions for creating temporary systems for the Neutral Zone (Bridges, 45-46), and two of them are especially appropriate for our situation.

First of all, as a district we can strive to protect people from further changes.  (Bridges, 45).  If this proposed change comes about, both staff and school board should make an attempt to keep negotiations to a minimum this spring when they are discussing contracts.  Considering past and possible future changes, this would not be the year to overhaul the Platte High School master agreement.  Keeping most of the present agreement would give staff some sense of stability during this time of turmoil.  Another idea for managing an organizational system in the Neutral Zone is to evaluate policies and procedures to ensure that they will deal adequately with the confusion brought about by change.  (Bridges, 45)  If block scheduling is adopted, I would propose that a committee of school board members, administrators, and teachers be formed to review both the present staff and student handbooks.  A careful reading of each will give us a chance to adjust any rules and regulations that might not fit with the concept of block scheduling, and with concrete policies in place, teachers will be better equipped to manage the first uncertain weeks of the new schedule.

One of the most exciting facets of time in the Neutral Zone is the creativity that can thrive there.  As Bridges says, “With everything up in the air anyway, people are more willing than usual to try new things.”  (Bridges, 50).  Facing ninety minutes rather than fifty minutes class periods, most teachers will be struggling to find new ways of teaching.  There are some things the Platte school district can do to foster growth in these teachers.  First of all, it must be clearly explained that now is the time to seek creative solutions to presenting subject matter in longer blocks.  Fortunately, our principal has always been very supportive of doing new things in the classroom, even if the effort is not completely successful.  Bridges also mentions giving people time to take stock of their situation.  (Bridges, 50).  Previously I suggested in-service time be given for curriculum development.  This time could also be utilized for brainstorming new ways of presenting material.  We as teachers could spend time discussing our successful lesson plans and the ways they could be adapted for block scheduling.  We could also discuss those new ideas that we have not yet dared to try.  With other teachers in the same discipline to act as a sounding board, we can visualize our new teaching assignment and develop innovations for our classrooms.  Finally, Bridges encourages organizations facing transitions to provide training to allow people to become creative thinkers.  (Bridges, 51).  If the decision to go to block scheduling is finalized, providing this training will be crucial to our success.  As many of our area schools have been using block scheduling, some of them for years, we have ample resources for presentations and workshops.  In visiting neighboring schools, I have observed a number of outstanding teachers and administrators who could be brought to our school for presentations on this topic.  In addition, our administration should contact the Department of Education and Cultural Affairs.  In the past DECA has presented several excellent workshops to our staff.  It is quite possible that they have speakers and resources pertinent to our situation.

There is one final issue facing us in the Neutral Zone.  Bridges urges organizations to accept setbacks as a natural part of the Neutral Zone.  For example, he advises, “Embrace losses, setbacks, and disadvantages as entry points into new solutions.”  (Bridges, 51)  Later in Managing Transitions, he writes, “This willingness [to take risks] is not likely to develop without an organizational tolerance for intelligently conceived ventures that fail.”  (Bridges, 53).  However, in the era of No Child Left Behind, it is increasingly difficult for schools to accept lesson plans and curricula that do not work.  Test scores have become the measuring stick for public schools, and this is causing trepidation among America’s teachers.  Platte High School teachers are also feeling this pressure.   Our school system is in the first year of alert status, and everyone is on edge.  I believe that most staff feels that failure to achieve higher test scores is not an option; this conviction may hinder growth and creativity in the Neutral Zone.
Beginnings


Managing beginnings offers special challenges as members of an organization may be ambivalent to them.  At Platte High School, I see two key reasons that staff may be hesitant about diving into block scheduling.  First of all, Bridges tells us, “Beginnings reactivate some of the old anxieties that were originally triggered by the ending.”  As I explained earlier, we have recently suffered a reduction in force.  If we revise our schedule, teachers will worry about how such a change will affect them personally.  Will our staff be reduced again?  Will teachers be asked to travel to other school districts to work with an entirely new staff, student body, and administration?  Will we be asked to accept heavier work loads?  These questions may cause some to drag their feet even though they know that block scheduling has become a reality.  Secondly, teachers in our district know that a new schedule is a gamble, and there is a possibility that it will not work.  With the specter of NCLB and a school improvement plan hanging over us, many feel that a drop in test scores is unthinkable at this time.


Bridges offers four tips for fostering beginnings in an organization.  They are to explain the purpose behind the change, to paint a picture of how the outcome will look and feel, to lay out a plan for the transition, and to give each person a part to play.  (Bridges, 60).  Platte began discussing block scheduling last year, and the first tip, communicating a purpose, was poorly handled.  Bridges writes that a purpose is sometimes not discernible because “…the ‘official reason’ is a smoke screen to cover what cannot publicly be said.”  (Bridges 62).  A general feeling existed among the P.H.S. staff that this was true in our case.  We were initially told by the school board that block scheduling was being considered solely for the benefit of the students.  Then it began to leak out that this avenue was being explored for cost-saving measures.  Finally our administration admitted that block scheduling could very possibly lead to sharing teachers and further reduction in staff.  Though the real purpose has been revealed now, feelings of distrust were fostered by the way block scheduling was originally presented.

Bridges also suggests giving organization members a picture of what the outcome of transition will look like.  (Bridges, 64).  This is one area that has been handled well in Platte.  Beginning in September, the administration arranged for every staff member to be released from classes to visit schools with block schedules.  In groups of three, teachers have been visiting two of four area schools in order to get a sense of how block scheduling works.  They spend the morning at one school and then drive a short distance to observe afternoon classes at another.  In order to ensure communication, each teacher was then encouraged to write up his or her opinion (both pros and cons) and to submit this document to the administration for study. This tactic has worked well.  Several teachers who were resistant or neutral to the idea of a new schedule returned with more enthusiastic attitudes toward going to block

The next step is to create a plan.  According to Bridges, “For many operationally minded people, the picture is interesting, but the real question is, ‘What do we do on Monday?’”  (Bridges, 66)  In order to do this, the first thing needed at Platte High School is a timeline.  This timeline should outline a number of things:  when the final decision will be made, when training opportunities will be presented, when a tentative schedule will be created, etc.  This last item is one of the most crucial.  Teachers will want to see in writing exactly how block scheduling will affect their teaching day.  Currently our principal waits until August (sometimes late in the month) to build the schedule of classes.  However, this would be a mistake if we go to block scheduling.  A tentative schedule should be developed even if it needs to be altered slightly after summer registration.  This will give staff sufficient time adapt to the new schedule and will allow them a less stressed summer to re-charge for the new school year.

Releasing the tentative schedule will also give the teachers a sense that they have a part to play.  (Bridges, 68-69).  They will see how they fit into the new concept for Platte High School.  Administration has also implemented two other ways to give people a part to play in this transition, both of which have been mentioned already.  First, an advisory board has been set up to deal with concerns about block scheduling and other issues.  Secondly, each staff member has been asked to submit in writing an evaluation of the positive and negative effects of block scheduling.  By utilizing the four P’s (purpose, plan, picture, and part to play), the Platte School District can successfully navigate the change to block scheduling.

Finally to reinforce the beginnings, I propose that, if block scheduling is implemented, the school district make plans to celebrate the success.  (Bridges, p72)  One way to do this is through community involvement.  In the past we have declared certain weeks to be “Parents’ Week” and “Grandparents’ Week.”  During those weeks local residents were encouraged to spend all or part of a day attending school with their special student.  The practice was dropped several years ago.  If our schedule changes, these traditions need to be revived so that people in our area can see for themselves how block scheduling affects the school.  Also a staff celebration, whether in the form of a kick-off potluck or a “We Survived the First Quarter” party, should be arranged (possibly by the advisory board) to give us a change to commemorate this step in our professional lives.
Conclusion

In conclusion, Platte High School has experienced near constant transition in the past few years, from changes in staff and administration to alterations in the physical space we occupy.  The repeated adjustments have taken a toll on employee morale, and further changes need to be handled with the utmost care to avoid teacher burnout, mistrust, and resistance.  The switch to block scheduling may be inevitable for our school due to rising costs and falling revenues.  However, if properly managed, such a switch can inspire teacher creativity and boost feelings of solidarity among staff.  The book Managing Transitions by William Bridges offers many concrete suggestions for making this transition as smooth and productive as possible and is a must-read for any organization facing the turmoil of change.
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