Research Proposal:  The Effects of Block Scheduling on Attitude and Achievement at Platte High School

By Sara Kraft

Introduction

Statement of Purpose


During the 2003-2004 school year, the school board of Platte Community School District made the decision to convert from a traditional seven-period schedule at Platte High School to an A/B block scheduling.  Instead of attending class for fifty minutes every day, classes would be scheduled in ninety-minute blocks every other day.  The decision to make this change came after studying the schedules of various local schools and team visits to schools that were operating on an A/B block schedule.  Some major purposes for exploring this change were to reduce stress and work load among students and staff, to add additional curriculum to the schedule, and to encourage teachers to find new ways of presenting curriculum without sacrificing student achievement.


Now Platte is completing its second year on block scheduling.  I am proposing that it is now time to evaluate the effects the change to block scheduling has had on the students and staff at P.H.S.  We need to determine what, if any, effect block scheduling has had on student achievement.  We also need to explore whether or not block scheduling has affected attitude and curriculum offerings at our school.  

Research Questions


The proposed research will attempt to answer the following research questions:

· What effect has block scheduling had on achievement at Platte High School?

· Has the number of course offerings at P.H.S. risen since the implementation of block scheduling?

· What are the attitudes of students, staff, and parents toward the A/B block schedule at P.H.S.?

Importance of Knowledge Gained


When a major scheduling change such as the switch to block scheduling is made, it is imperative to do a formal evaluation of its effects on the school system.  The decision to continue block scheduling or to return to traditional scheduling should be based on facts and research and not simply anecdotal evidence.  At this point no effort has been made to systematically explore the above research questions.  In addition, this research proposal will add to the growing body of research that surrounds the issue of scheduling reform.

Literature Review


Although definitions differ slightly, the following definitions of block scheduling and traditional scheduling serve as a general guideline when discussing scheduling reform.  Traditional scheduling refers to a schedule under which seven classes are offered on a daily basis and run for approximately fifty minutes.  (Arnold, 2002).  Block scheduling commonly follows one of two patterns:  traditional 4 X 4 block scheduling or modified A/B scheduling.  Under 4 X 4 block scheduling, students attend the same four classes every day for an entire semester; classes run approximately ninety minutes.  (Lewis, Dugan, Winokur, & Cobb, 2005).  Finally, an A/B (alternating days) block schedule allows students to attend three or four classes every other day for the entire year.  Again, blocks tend to average ninety to 100 minutes.  (Lewis, Dugan, Winokur, & Cobb, 2005)

Student Achievement


As more U.S. schools adopt some form of block scheduling, there is a growing body of research on the switch from a traditional schedule to a block scheduling.  In the area of academic achievement, research results have been quite mixed.  Evans, Tokarczyk, Rice, and McCray (2002) examined the effects of block scheduling on honor rolls in three school districts in New Jersey from 1996-1999.  Their findings indicated that the number of honor roll students did increase with the implementation of block scheduling.  Honor roll listings increased by 9% (from 22% to 31%) while high honor roll listings increased by 6% (from 3% to 9%).  At the same time, the number of students receiving a D or an F decreased by 7 % (from 29% to 22%), and the number of students experiencing multiple failures dropped from 8% to 5%.  In another look at the effects of block scheduling on achievement, research done in a Midwestern high school that adopted block scheduling for the 1997-1998 school year showed a positive and significant correlation between block scheduling and grades in the four academic subject areas.  The same study, however, showed now significant relationship between block scheduling and student GPA.  (Trenta & Newman, 2000).  The authors of this study were careful to point out that a correlation only shows a relationship and should not be interpreted as cause and effect.


Researchers investigation block scheduling and achievement also often use standardized tests as a measure of the effectiveness of block scheduling.  Although Trenta and Newman found a positive relationship between grades and block scheduling, they found no sign of a relationship between block scheduling and ACT scores.  (2002)   On the other hand, in the three New Jersey schools discussed above, researchers found an increase of fourteen points in average combined SAT scores.  (Evans, Tokarczyk, Rice, & McCray, 2002).  


Both the SAT and ACT tests are required of only college-bound students and thus do not represent the entire student body of the schools studied.  Other researchers have focused on those standardized tests that are required of all students.  These scores also show very mixed results on the effects of block scheduling.  In a study aimed specifically on middle school math achievement, researchers studied five middle schools in the southeastern United States.  The findings were encouraging.  Of the five schools, four showed no significant difference in math scores during the first year of block scheduling as measured by state-mandated mathematics tests.  However, during the second and third years of block scheduling, researchers found a significant increase in mathematics achievement.  (Mattox, Hancock, & Queen, 2005).  According to the same study, the fifth school fared even better with significant positive differences seen in all three years following the transition to block scheduling.


Another study looked at three different schedules:  traditional seven-period schedules, 4 X 4 block schedules, and A/B block schedules.  Done in Colorado, this study looked at seven different high schools.  Findings for schools operating on 4 X 4 block schedules supported the use of this type of schedule.  A comparison of Levels test scores found a significant increase in both math and reading scores.  While the effect on math scores was small, the effect on reading scores was large and impressive.  (Lewis, Dugan, Winokur, & Cobb, 2005).  Schools operating under traditional and A/B block schedules did not fare as well as this study showed a decline in time in both math and reading scores.


Finally, a study done by Douglas E. Arnold (2002) found “…no significant increase in students’ test scores over time associated with alternative scheduling.”   Arnold studied high schools in Virginia in order to compare schools on a traditional schedule with those on an A/B block schedule.  He examined scores on six different areas of the Tests of Achievement and Proficiency (TAP).  TAP scores showed that while schools increase in mean scale scores during the implementation year of block scheduling, these gains were short lived.  There were more decreases than increases seen during the second year of A/B block scheduling.  While schools on an A/B schedule outperformed those on the traditional schedule during the first two years of block scheduling, the situation was reversed as time went on.  Once schools have been on block scheduling for three or more years, they were outperformed on the TAP test by those schools with a traditional schedule.

Perceptions and Attitudes toward Block Scheduling


No all research into the effects on block scheduling is concerned with academic achievement; other researchers have focused on the attitudes and perceptions of those involved in a change to block scheduling.  Any major school reform will have both advantages and disadvantages, and this body of research attempts to uncover these.


Some studies examine how block scheduling is perceived in a particular subject area.  In a study of four Colorado high schools, Louann Reid conducted a study entitled “Perceived Effects of Block Scheduling on the Teaching of English” (1995).  Although samples sizes were small, Reid collected rich qualitative data from teachers and students.  Reid discovered that around 90% of the teachers surveyed liked teaching in longer blocks of time.  Some of the advantages sited for the move to block scheduling included getting to know the students better, having more time for active learning, and being able to incorporate more cooperative learning and group activities.  Teachers working on an A/B block schedule also cited more time to grade papers so students receive feedback sooner.  (However, teachers in traditional 4 X 4 block scheduling reported the opposite effect.  Due to the accelerated pace of the course, they experienced more stress in terms of returning papers.)  Two other advantages included more time for in-class student presentations and more time to work with struggling students, according to the teachers surveyed.  In the area of achievement, teachers supplied anecdotal evidence that student achievement either stayed the same or increased slightly after switching to block scheduling.

 
Possible disadvantages to block scheduling included the overwhelming amount of make-up work necessary when students miss class.  In the opinions of these Colorado teachers, this was particularly harmful for remedial students.  Other teachers cited difficulties with English electives that traditionally meet year round, for example, the school newspaper.  In studying the effects of block scheduling on curriculum and teaching style, some teachers expressed concern about losing minutes during the school year while others echoed in one form or another this quote:  “How many short stories do you have to read to understand short stories?”  (Reid, 1995, 10).  


Reid also questioned English students about the switch to block scheduling.  61% of the students surveyed felt that block scheduling had a positive effect on their writing skills.  More writing gets done in class, which allows for greater peer and teacher feedback.  While only 43% believed that block scheduling had a positive effect on their reading abilities, 52% appreciated having more time to read and discuss literature.  The most negative responses came from students on traditional 4 X 4 blocks.  They tended to feel rushed in the area of literature.  Other disadvantages included an increased homework load, teachers who lecture for an entire block, and difficulty with focusing on one topic for ninety minutes.


Another subset of teachers studied for the effects of block scheduling is physical education teachers.  (Rikard & Banville, 2005)  In a study of fifteen P.E. teachers in the southeastern United States, block scheduling was overwhelmingly seen as a positive change in this curricular area.  Teachers reported that block scheduling allowed for multiple activities in the same class.  Also P.E. teachers felt they were able to incorporate a wider variety of curriculum.  For example, some teachers were able to add units on power walking, weight training, archery, and bowling, complete with field trips to a local bowling alley.  In the area of instruction, the studied teachers emphasized the development of new teaching styles and more emphasis on fitness in class.  Because block scheduling allows more time for repetition, they saw better skill development in their students.  In addition teachers reported anecdotal evidence that both absenteeism and discipline problems dropped.  The major disadvantage of block scheduling seen by these teachers was a greater need for review since classes met every other day.


While the above studies focused on certain subject areas, other studies have been done to look at the effects of block scheduling in general.  The Evans, Tokarczyk, Rice and McCray (2002) study cited above focused on attitudes and perceptions as well as academic outcomes.  They collected data from teachers, students, and parents, and their findings are summarized below.


Teacher responses were extremely positive.  Teachers cited the following as advantages to block scheduling:  less time on teacher-oriented lecture and more time for student-centered activities, fewer disciplined problems since students seem more settled in class, more independent projects for students, more time spent working with students one-on-one, and a lighter student load.  Disadvantages included difficulties in providing enough material for a substitute teacher and the difficulties faced by students after absences, especially prolonged ones.  


Students in the New Jersey study also expressed positive attitudes toward block scheduling.  They felt block scheduling increased the number of course offerings given by their schools.  Block scheduling resulted in fewer classes to concentrate on at one time and gave students more time to work with others.  The students also appreciated having more time with the teacher to help with homework and higher expectations from their teachers.  Disadvantages seen by students were teachers who didn’t offer enough activities to fill a block, teachers leaving short assignments with substitutes teachers, and boredom.


Lastly, Evans, Tokarczyk, Rice, and McCray (2002) used surveys and focus groups to examine the attitudes of parents.  Of the three groups, parents were the most negative in their responses.  They were concerned that blocks might be too long for struggling students and that students were more isolated under block scheduling.  Parents also feared that students were not being challenged enough by their schoolwork under block scheduling.  On the positive side, parents felt students were learning more and were involved in a greater variety of teachers.  In addition, parents felt their children seemed to know the teachers and their expectations better.


One perceived benefit to block scheduling is that a longer class period allows teachers to vary their instructional practices more.  This perception, however, is not always a reality.  A study which gathered data from a variety of states used surveys, interviews, and observations to research how mathematics teachers under both block and traditional schedules used instructional time.  (Flynn, Lawrens, & Schultz, 2005)  Although these researchers found some slight differences, as a whole block schedule and traditional schedule math teachers tend to follow the same instructional patterns.  Whole class, small group, and individual work were used approximately one-third of the time by teachers no matter what their schedules were.  Block scheduling had little impact on instructional strategies.


In conclusion, block scheduling has been found to have both advantages and disadvantages by teachers, students, and parents although some researchers have found very positive attitudes toward block scheduling.  The effects on academic performance have been mixed, and there is some concern as to whether teachers are making the best use of their instructional time.  Therefore, it is important for Platte High School to do its own research to ascertain whether or not to continue with block scheduling.  There are no easy answers to be found in the literature.

Methods

Site


This research will be carried out on the campus of Platte High School.  Research will begin in the fall of 2006, the third school year that will operate under block scheduling.  Research will begin the week prior to the first day of school when the staff assembles for pre-school in-service and will continue until completed.

Participants


Participants in the research project will consist of three main groups:  students at P.H.S., staff members at P.H.S., and P.H.S. parents.  For my research I will randomly select one-third of the total population of students in grades 9-12.  Since 2006-2007 will be our third year on block scheduling, all of these students will have experienced both traditional and block scheduling.  (Since the Platte junior high students follow the same schedule as the high school students, even underclassmen will have taken classes on the traditional schedule.)  The projected enrollment for P.H.S. for 2006-2007 is 138; forty-six high school students will be questioned about the effects of block scheduling. A similar proportion of parents will also be contacted in regards to this research.  Since Platte High School has a relatively small staff, all staff members will be given the opportunity to complete a survey on block scheduling.  A random sampling of seven faculty members will also be contacted to see if they would agree to participate in interviews on the topic.

Procedures


Different procedures will be used to answer the three research questions proposed above.  Analysis of student achievement will focus on three areas:  standardized testing scores, honor rolls, and cumulative GPA.  One in-service already scheduled for the fall of 2006 is a data retreat which aims specifically to examine Stanford test scores for P.H.S. students.  The secondary principal Steve Randall will be dividing the staff into small groups to examine various areas of interest to our school.  I propose that one of the groups look specifically at any changes that have occurred since the implementation of block scheduling.  I will be the team leader for this group.  In addition to working with standardized test scores, I will also examine all honor rolls from the school years from 2001-2006 and cumulative GPA of graduating seniors.  This would cover three years of traditional scheduling and two years of block scheduling.


In ascertaining whether or not block scheduling has impacted curriculum offerings, I will collect copies of the high school schedule from 2001 to the present.  Since the 2006-2007 course schedule will be completed during the summer of 2006, this will allow me to study three years of traditional scheduling and three years of block scheduling.


Finally, I will be distributing surveys to students, parents, and staff members.  These surveys will focus on the effects of block scheduling on areas other than achievement.  I propose to question approximately a third of the student body, thirty-six via written survey and five via interview.  As stated earlier, I will also send surveys to approximately one-third of P.H.S. parents and hope to locate five that would be willing to participate in face-to-face or telephone interviews.  Finally I will supply surveys to all high school staff and conduct interviews with randomly selected staff.  If staff members or parents contacted for interviews are unwilling to participate, replacements will also be randomly selected.

Data Analysis Methods That Would Be Used

Since Platte High School is a small school, sample sizes will be also be small.  For this reason any statistics associated with this study will tend to have limited usability.  When looking at standardized testing scores, the block scheduling committee will compare cut scores and look for significant differences either up or down.  T-tests may be done to compare scores before and after the implementation of block scheduling.  Again the results will likely be of limited statistical significance.  When analyzing GPAs I will be looking for a correlation between GPAs and number of years on traditional and block schedule.  However, when interpreting results in this area, it must be clearly noted that a correlation only indicates whether or not a relationship exists; it does not show cause and effect.  With regards to honor rolls, I will calculate the percentage of the student body on the honor roll for each given year to ascertain whether any trends are noticeable.  For surveys and interviews, due to small sample size, I will be examining raw scores and written responses and again look for trends.
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Informed Consent Form

Title of Project:
The Effects of Block Scheduling on Attitude and Achievement at Platte High School

 
Principle Investigator:
Sara Kraft




P.O. Box 140





Platte, SD  57369





337-3391, Ext. 142





Sara.Kraft@k12.sd.us
1.  Purpose of the Study:  
      The purpose of this research study is to evaluate the effects of block scheduling on students and teachers at Platte High School. 

2.  Procedures to be followed:  You will be asked to complete and return the enclosed survey.  In addition, some participants will be asked to participate in an interview with Ms. Kraft.

3.  Risks:  There are no risks in participating in this research beyond those experienced in everyday life.  Some of the questions are personal and might cause discomfort.  
 

4.  Benefits
     a.  You might learn more about yourself by participating in this study.  
     b.  This research might provide a better understanding of the strengths and weaknesses of block scheduling.

 

5.  Duration:  Surveys will take about 15-20 minutes.  Interviews are scheduled to last approximately 30 minutes.
 
6.  Statement of Confidentiality:  The study does not ask for any information that would identify who the responses belong to.  Therefore, your responses are recorded anonymously.  If this research is published, no information that would identify you will be written since your name is in no way linked to your responses.
 
7.  Right to Ask Questions:  
     The researcher conducting this study is Sara Kraft. You may ask any
     questions  you have now.  If you later have questions, concerns, or complaints about the research please contact Sara Kraft at 337-3391, Ext. 142 during the day and at 
337-3973 after hours.   Ms. Kraft’s advisor at the University of South Dakota is Dr. Roseanne Yost.  You may contact her at 605-677-5452 or at Roseanne.Yost@usd.edu.
 
8.  Compensation:  There is no compensation provided for being in this course. 
 
9. Voluntary Participation:  You do not have to participate in this research.  You can stop your participation at any time.  You may refuse to participate or choose to discontinue participation at any time without losing any benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.
 
      You do not have to answer any questions you do not want to answer.  
 
10. Alternative:   The alternative is NOT to participate
 
For this study you must be 18 years of age older to consent to participate in this research study.
 
Your participation in the study implies that you have read the information in this form and consent to participate in the research.
 
Please keep this form for your records or future reference.
Assent for Participating Minor
I have read and understood the research project explained above.  Anything that wasn’t clear to me was explained so I could understand it.  If I have any other questions later, I can have these answered too.  I understand that I don’t have to help with the project even if my parent(s) or guardian(s) say that it is all right.  Even if I decide to do the things I will be asked to do, I can change my mind later and that will be OK.  I have decided I want to help with the project.
