
Lesson 4.1

Early Childhood:
Yes, Preschool Matters
America would be more equal, with this one change.

In This Lesson

Does early childhood education work?

Does preschool save money?

Should all kids go to preschool?

What is Transitional Kindergarten?

Is Kindergarten mandatory?

How can you tell if a preschool is good?

How many kids are in preschool?

Why doesn't California provide preschool for all?

How much does preschool cost?

★ Discussion Guide

Far too many children, especially from low-income families of color, fall behind in school.
It starts early.

A perennial question about education
policy is "How can we close the
achievement gap?" But let’s ask a
different and equally important
question: "Are there ways to avoid the
gap in the first place?"

There are never magic answers in
education, but there is considerable
evidence that an ounce of prevention is
worth a pound of cure. Early learning
programs are preventive: they head off
achievement gaps before they happen.

In California, the early learning gap is a
big issue. According to a high-profile
study included in the Getting Down to Facts II research effort (GDTFII), California’s
achievement gap, one of the biggest in the nation, is not because of failures in K-12
education. Rather, it is because of “the disproportionate achievement gap when children
enter kindergarten.”

https://ed100.org/lessons/earlychildhood#tag1
https://ed100.org/lessons/earlychildhood#tag2
https://ed100.org/lessons/earlychildhood#tag3
https://ed100.org/lessons/earlychildhood#tag4
https://ed100.org/lessons/earlychildhood#tag5
https://ed100.org/lessons/earlychildhood#tag6
https://ed100.org/lessons/earlychildhood#tag8
https://ed100.org/lessons/earlychildhood#tag9
https://ed100.org/lessons/earlychildhood#tag10
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Bsq9BlUKsJ9ytFI4UhtXb5V3Ngyf-y4Koa7T9l329OQ
http://gettingdowntofacts.com/sites/default/files/2018-09/GDTFII_Report_Stipek.pdf


“California once led the nation in early childhood
education. The currently large achievement gap is
in part the result of a significant decline in the level
of investment in its youngest children.”

"Early learning" starts at birth

Learning gaps begin long before kindergarten. According to one Stanford study, for
example, the language gap between rich and poor children begins in infancy. Stanford
psychologists found that 2-year-old children of lower-income families may already be six
months behind in language development.

Heading off gaps from the start implies helping parents prepare for their role as their
child's first teacher. Nurse-Family Partnership programs begin even before birth, working
with new mothers. These "home visiting" programs include a trained specialist who
supports families with medical, parenting and family education to give children with a
strong start in life.

http://news.stanford.edu/news/2013/september/toddler-language-gap-091213.html
https://www.nursefamilypartnership.org/locations/california/


Every dollar invested in
high-quality early
learning programs can
save $7 later on.

Very few people doubt the value of early
education. Families with enough money
enroll their kids in preschool programs
and activities, usually starting by age 3
or 4. Children who begin their formal
education in a good preschool start life
with an enormous set of advantages.

At a societal level, universal early
education is almost universally acknowledged as a smart investment. Estimates of the long-
term return on investment from preschool programs range from a low of 200%-400%
(based on a meta-analysis of multiple studies) to 700% or more. These gains come in the
form of fewer students being held back or getting involved in crime, and more graduating
from high school and college and earning higher salaries in their careers.

Many developed nations have taken action on this research, as indicated playfully in the
crayon chart below. American families that can afford it send their kids to private
preschool, but most kids are out of luck.

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR1993.html
http://heckmanequation.org/content/resource/rate-return-highscope-perry-preschool-program


 Source: Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, "Education at a Glance Indicator C2: How do early childhood
education systems differ around the world? Chart by the Center for American Progress

Is Preschool a Magic Answer?

No, of course not. Preschool belongs on the long list of things-that-are-not-magic.
Educating kids is hard, and there are ways to mess it up. Trial preschool programs can
appear to work exquisitely in small-scale tests, then turn out to work more modestly at
scale.

But the cumulative evidence is awfully persuasive. For example, logically it would make
sense for the academic benefits of preschool to fade out over years of education. It ought to
be hard to statistically discern the effects of preschool on seventh-graders. But more than a
generation's worth of skeptical research on early education seems to prove otherwise:
learning is cumulative. Like a snowball on a roll, knowledge tends to grow faster than it
melts.

Early education isn't magic — but investing in it is good policy. Failing to provide early
education is foolish and harmful.

http://www.oecd-library.org/education/education-at-a-glance-2012_eag-2012-en
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_briefs/RB9993.html
https://heckmanequation.org/resource/fadeout-toolkit/?utm_source=Ed100


In California, preschool is mainly for those who can pay

Public preschool is expanding all over America, but availability varies greatly by state. The
National Institute for Early Education Research (NIEER) at Rutgers collects and publishes
data annually to help understand the changes and differences. Some states, notably
including Florida, now invest in near-universal public preschool for four year olds.
Vermont and Washington, D.C. have taken the next step — they provide free public
preschool to nearly all of their three year olds, too.

In California, by contrast, most kids still get their first taste of school in kindergarten.
Why? It’s a combination of the high cost of private programs and scarcity of public
programs. In San Francisco, for example, the median monthly tuition for private day care
and pre-school is $1,700 for in-home programs ($20,400 annually) and $1,588 for center-
based programs ($19,056 annually). Yes, that's more than tuition at UC Berkeley.

Only one in ten three year olds in California attends a public preschool program. The story
is more mixed for four year-olds because of a program known as "Transitional
Kindergarten" (TK). Oversimplifying a bit, TK adds another grade level to the K-12
sequence, but only for students born in the months of September through December. (The
image below shows enrollment in California TK, Federal Headstart, California First Five,
and special education programs in 2016-17. Click image for full NIEER report.)

A Difficult Little Increase

http://nieer.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/YB2017_Executive-Summary.pdf
https://www.quora.com/How-much-is-annual-preschool-tuition-in-San-Francisco
https://edsource.org/2017/understanding-transitional-kindergarten-a-quick-guide
http://caheadstart.org/
http://www.ccfc.ca.gov/
http://nieer.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/California_YB2017.pdf


The benefits of early education are rarely seriously disputed anymore. Expanding public
education from 13 years (K-12) to 15 years would unquestionably make the state's
education system more successful and more equitable. Of course it would cost money, but
it's worth considering the big picture. In rough terms, making preschool universal would
expand the public's direct investment in educating each student by something like 10%, not
counting the one-time cost of new buildings and playgrounds.

So far, California has not managed to find the political will to make it happen. Efforts to
expand access to preschool in California (such as Proposition 82 in 2006, an unsuccessful
voter initiative to tax the state’s wealthiest taxpayers to create a universal preschool
system) have repeatedly failed on befuddling details, such as these:

Befuddling Details

What does it mean for a program to be "high quality" when children are too young to
prove what they have learned through tests?

Should preschool be offered universally, like K-12 education, or should it be funded only
for low-income families?

Should it be completely public, or is it okay to incorporate existing private preschools
through a voucher-funded system?

If new schools or classrooms are required, who will pay for them?

Should the building requirements resemble the standards for school buildings or for
private home-based preschools?

Should preschools be built as an expansion of the existing school system, or should
they be separate institutions?

The social science researchabout the characteristics of a “high quality” program leaves
room for intelligent people to disagree. But as the debates rage on about the perfect vs. the
good, time passes, always clockwise. In California there are about half a million children
per grade level, so that is a good approximation of the scope of harm from inaction. The
cost of year of public preschool in California (about $7,000 in 2018) is less than a twelfth
the cost of a year of prison. In the big picture, expanding from today's 13 years of
guaranteed basic education to 14 or 15 years may seem like a small addition, but the gap
remains.

http://www.thedailybeast.com/articles/2013/02/13/can-we-really-give-everyone-access-to-high-quality-preschool.html


As the debates rage on
about the perfect vs. the
good, time passes,
always clockwise. Each
year, another half a
million children are
affected by this inaction.

Crawling Back from Recession
Cuts

California education suffered greatly in
the Great Recession. As of 2017, the
number of funded preschool seats in
the state still had not recovered to pre-
recession levels, despite the boom in
the stock market and recovery in
education funding.

In the long run, children and families
are only protected from budget cuts by
public will, as measured in voters'
willingness to tax themselves. There are signs of a growing consensus to expand early
education in California. In 2018 Gavin Newsom campaigned for Governor with universal
access to early education as a key pillar of his platform.

Children Now, a non-profit organization, has been a consistent advocate for early
education in California. Its web site is a good source of information about support for
children in a variety of capacities including early education.

Defining Quality Programs

When California eventually finds a way to invest in preschool, it at least will have done its
homework. The state won a $70 million federal Race To The Top Early Learning Challenge
Grant that supported development of a Quality Rating and Improvement System (QRIS), a
set of tools to help local agencies collect and disseminate information about the quality of
early learning programs. According to EdSource: "As of February 2016, only 3,300 of the
more than 50,000 centers statewide had been rated. Evaluators are focusing first on
assessing preschools and childcare facilities that serve low-income children and those with
special needs."

Are these programs any good? The Learning Policy Institute’s report, The Building Blocks
of High-Quality Early Childhood Education Programs, identifies 10 important elements of
high-quality early childhood education programs.

Preschool Teachers in Poverty

http://calbudgetcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/Kristin-Schumacher_Lifting-Children-Families_Out-of-Poverty-Task-Force-Meeting_03.14.2018.pdf
https://www.childrennow.org/issue-areas/education
http://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/cd/rt/
https://edsource.org/2016/what-parents-need-to-know-about-californias-childcare-and-preschool-rating-system/566944
http://learningpolicyinstitute.org/building-blocks-of-high-quality-ece-programs/


Early learning program quality depends in large part on the support and preparation of the
people who work in them. But early educators are among the lowest-paid workers in the
country. Nearly one-half of child care workers are part of families that participate in at
least one public assistance program, such as Medicaid or food stamps. The Center for the
Study of Child Care Employment at UC Berkeleyfinds that policies in all 50 states and
Washington, D.C. “shortchange the two million early educators who are shaping the future
of 12 million children in childcare and preschool…”

How is California doing? Check their interactive map.

California's Kindergarten Gap

Outside California, virtually all kindergarten programs are “full day,” which means they
last five to six hours. Kindergarten attendance is not mandatory in California and in some
schools here it remains three to four hours in length. The shift to full-length kindergarten is
at last well underway in California, but in most other states this isn't even a conversation
topic anymore. If your school still operates an abbreviated kindergarten program, you
should be concerned.

As usual, a good shortcut for figuring out what constitutes good education is to look at what
happens in wealthy communities: they send their kids to enriching preschools. When
California gets around to investing in preschools for all children, the state's K-12 schools
will be much better positioned to succeed.

Updated Feb 27, 2017 with new research about the lasting effects of early education.
Updated May 31, 2017 with fresh data about how California compares.

Updated Sep 29, 2017 with research about the Nurse-Family Partnership Program.
Extensively updated April, 2018

Updated November, 2018 with GDTFII findings

http://cscce.berkeley.edu/early-childhood-workforce-index/
http://cscce.berkeley.edu/state-of-the-early-childhood-workforce/interactive-map/


Lesson 4.2

Class Size:
How Big Should Classes Be?
Sure, California class sizes are big. But are they out of line?

In This Lesson

How is class size measured?

Does class size matter?

Does California have big class sizes?

What is the evidence for small class sizes?

What steps have been made to decrease class size in California?

Should class sizes vary, and when?

★ Discussion Guide

Class size is a time-related idea. It stands as a proxy for how much time and attention a
teacher can give each student.

In a small class there is
more teacher-time
available because it's
allocated among fewer
students. One strategy
for improving
educational quality is
to cut class size.

Let's start with the
basics. Class sizes in
California are
abnormally big.

https://ed100.org/lessons/timeperstudent#tag1
https://ed100.org/lessons/timeperstudent#tag2
https://ed100.org/lessons/timeperstudent#tag3
https://ed100.org/lessons/timeperstudent#tag4
https://ed100.org/lessons/timeperstudent#tag5
https://ed100.org/lessons/timeperstudent#tag6
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Bsq9BlUKsJ9ytFI4UhtXb5V3Ngyf-y4Koa7T9l329OQ


Large class sizes (measured by comparing the number of students to the number of
teachers on staff) are nothing new for California. The graph below shows the average
"student-teacher ratio" in each state since 1970. This statistic can be used as a proxy for
"class size," but it isn't quite the same thing. Most actual class sizes are larger than this
statewide benchmark because not all certified teachers working at a school are in classes all
day. Still, it is safe to expect that the higher the number of students per teacher in a state in
any given year, the larger class sizes must be, and vice versa.



 California's student-teacher ratio has been among the highest in America for decades. Click the chart for detail. Class sizes are
strongly influenced by the student-teacher ratio. National comparable state-level data about student enrollment and teacher
employment are released about three years after the fact.

Clearly, smaller classes cost more than big ones. Does it make a difference?

Yes, Smaller Class Size is Better

Like anything in social sciences, context matters. The Center for Public Education (CPE),
an initiative of the National School Boards Association, analyzed 19 studies on the subject.
They concluded "most of the research shows that when class size reduction programs are
well-designed and implemented in the primary grades (K-3), student achievement rises as
class size drops."

Importantly, the study concluded that smaller classes produce the greatest benefits for
disadvantaged students in grades K-3, and when there are 18 or fewer students per teacher.
A research review by the National Education Policy Center (2014) reaches the same
conclusion, and analyzes the different research approaches that have been brought to the
question.

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1h8AmjqHZIA0P_hBxqFZYN7cgefEzlfY4TyxVHJXJbTs/edit?usp=sharing
http://www.centerforpubliceducation.org/Main-Menu/Organizing-a-school/Class-size-and-student-achievement-At-a-glance/Class-size-and-student-achievement-Research-review.html
http://nepc.colorado.edu/files/pb_-_class_size.pdf


...the greatest benefits
accrue for disadvantaged
students in grades K-3,
and when there are 18 or
fewer students per
teacher.

Class Size Matters, an advocacy
organization, provides additional
information and research on class sizes,
including cost-benefit
analyses. International
comparisons provide additional
perspective.

Unintended Consequences

In 1988, California voters passed
Proposition 98, which required the

California legislature to increase spending on public education. Then-governor George
Deukmejian, who had opposed Prop 98, argued that a sudden influx of money would
change nothing if it merely raised teacher salaries. As an alternative, he argued that the
money should be invested in reducing class sizes for grades K-3, capping class size at
twenty students. 

This policy change had a strong basis in research, but it turned out badly. Implemented
without a phase-in period, the class-size reduction mandate created a sudden boom in
demand for K-3 teachers. As school districts rushed to fill the new teaching positions,
experienced teachers had lots of schools to choose from. Unsurprisingly, they tended to
choose positions in schools and districts that offered the best salaries and working
conditions. Schools serving low-income communities, meanwhile, had a hard time
attracting qualified candidates. This dislocation inflicted a lasting and unequal impact on
California's schools. The policy serves as a cautionary tale for education reformers: beware
unintended consequences.

The California Department of Finance estimates that the state spent over $22 billion on
incentives for K-3 class size reduction from the program’s inception until it was changed in
2009-10. In the lean budget years leading to 2013, the incentives were reduced and the
rules effectively eliminated. Elementary class sizes rose steadily as a result, keeping
California in last position in the country as far as class sizes.

The Local Control Funding Formula, which defines how the state allocates funds to school
districts, provides districts about 10% more per K-3 pupil if they either commit to reducing
class sizes down to 24 or reach agreement with their teachers’ union for a larger class size.
Keen-eyed readers will note that the research referenced above showed a benefit to much,
much smaller classes of 18 students or less.

http://www.classsizematters.org/research-and-links/
http://oecdeducationtoday.blogspot.com/2012/12/how-does-class-size-vary-around-world.html


Should Classes Vary in Size?

In virtually any school, the number of students in each class tends to be pretty uniform.
Walk into two 4th grade classrooms in a school district at random, and the number of
students will probably vary little. Is this uniformity a mistake? Should classes vary in size?

Under the Local Control Funding Formula, which provides extra money for high-need
students, local school districts have the power to implement this approach if they want to,
for example by reducing class sizes in schools that serve the highest proportions of low-
income students or English learners. Research undertaken for the Getting Down to Facts
II project identified this as a promising practice.

School time varies a great deal among the states and around the world. The next lesson
takes up the question of how much time students spend learning.

Updated June 2018, October 2018, November 2018.

Image: Insect Convention CC WoodleyWonderworks

https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/ca-school-finance-reform-brief


Lesson 4.3

School Hours:
Is There Enough Time To Learn?
What do school assemblies, tests and birthdays have in common?

Each year consists of about 6,000 waking hours. Children in America, on average, spend
about 1,000 of them in school.



In This Lesson

How many school hours in a school year?

Does time in school make a difference?

What is a Carnegie unit?

Do American kids have long school days?

Do kids in other countries spend more time in school?

How many days in a school year?

Is all school time instructional time?

★ Discussion Guide

Not including after-school programs, most American children spend about six hours per
day in school – fewer in lower grades and more in higher ones. How are those hours
actually spent? Are they sufficient? Does changing the number of hours make any
difference?

Yes, Time Matters.

As common sense would suggest,
learning takes time. All other
things being equal, places where
students get more school hours
with “time on task” are places
where students tend to learn more.
One elegant study found a clever
way to verify the educational
impact of time: it examined the
effect of “snow days” (which vary
in number by school and by year)
on test results. Sure enough, when snow piles up, scores fall down. A day here or there
actually does make a measurable difference.

The National Center for Time and Learning collects research about time in American
education, and argues that there should be more of it: “While the expectations for how
schools prepare the next generation of American workers and citizens have risen

https://ed100.org/lessons/schoolhours#tag1
https://ed100.org/lessons/schoolhours#tag2
https://ed100.org/lessons/schoolhours#tag3
https://ed100.org/lessons/schoolhours#tag4
https://ed100.org/lessons/schoolhours#tag5
https://ed100.org/lessons/schoolhours#tag6
https://ed100.org/lessons/schoolhours#tag7
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Bsq9BlUKsJ9ytFI4UhtXb5V3Ngyf-y4Koa7T9l329OQ
https://ed100.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/Hours-5-to-1.png
http://www.cde.ca.gov/fg/aa/pa/instructionaltimetable.asp
http://educationnext.org/time-for-school/
http://www.timeandlearning.org/


dramatically, education and policy leaders have usually not updated policies and practices
around learning time to meet these mounting demands. The school calendar looks much
the same as it did a century ago…” (From The Case For More Learning Time)

What exactly do we mean when we talk about school hours, or a school day, or a school
week, or a school year? These things matter when trying to compare programs. How much
time is enough to add up to a “course”? About a century ago, the Carnegie Foundation
played a role in setting standards for course length, particularly for higher education. A
“Carnegie unit” is 120 school hours of instruction. The standard is still in use.

Comparisons are Tricky.

Schools in different parts of the country and
around the world use time in very different
ways, with varying school calendars
and seasonal breaks. In an effort to permit
comparisons, or at least to spur inquiry, the
Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and
Development (OECD) collects global data about
school hours.

Most reports based on the OECD data make America look comparatively rigorous:
American kids spend at least as much time in school as kids in other countries do, and
probably more. According to the OECD summary, "A typical U.S. student will attend school
for a total of 8,884 hours over nine years to complete primary and lower secondary
education, 1,293 hours more than the OECD average."

But the harder you scratch at the data, the harder it is to reach easy conclusions. The data
is gathered by survey, and the methodology and even the questions vary from place to
place. Grade level groupings used in the surveys are responsive to the different ways that
schools are organized locally, and the surveys are massive.

What counts as school time?

International comparisons of education time are further complicated by the fact that not all
learning time is part of the “official” system. In Japan and Korea, for example, formal
school days are shorter, but there are more of them. Even more important, many families
in these countries invest significant hours at private after-school and weekend “cram
schools” that help their children prepare for standardized tests and college entry exams.
Comparing only the official hours of school operation kind of misses the point.

https://ed100.org/blog/homework
http://www.timeandlearning.org/sites/default/files/resources/caseformorelearningtime.pdf
http://www.carnegiefoundation.org/resources/publications/carnegie-unit/
https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/eurydice/sites/eurydice/files/school_calendar_2018_19_final_report_0.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/edu
https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/education-at-a-glance-2019_1e0746ed-en#page5
https://www.cbcse.org/publications/the-mismeasure-of-teaching-time


There’s an apples-and-oranges problem, too. Does it make sense to compare school hours
spent in systems that are teaching different things? In Japan and China, students spend
many hours learning to write characters accurately and legibly, a skill not needed in
western societies. The OECD survey suggests that most European countries invest about a
tenth of primary-grade school hours in the study of international languages. America
doesn't participate in this part of the survey, but the difference is obvious: few American
primary schools teach international languages at all. (See section D1 of the OECD's
massive Education at a Glance report for detail.)

Comparing the use of time for education is tricky even within the United States. Like
many other states, California generally requires 180 days of school per year, including a
specified minimum number of total hours for each grade level. A growing number of school
districts are shifting to a four-day school week. Some districts conduct school five days per
week, but routinely send kids home early to allow for faculty training or meetings.

Education researcher Amanda Ripley focused significant attention on the different ways
that schools use time in different countries in her bestseller The Smartest Kids in the
World and How They Got That Way.

Does a Day Make a Difference?

https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/education-at-a-glance-2019_f8d7880d-en
http://ecs.force.com/mbdata/mbquest2ci?rep=IT1801-2
https://www.cde.ca.gov/fg/aa/pa/instructionaltimetable.asp
https://www.ncsl.org/research/education/school-calendar-four-day-school-week-overview.aspx


Not all school hours are
instructional. Students in
a 180-day calendar only
put in about 100
instructional days per
year.

Of course, not all school hours are instructional hours. In 2009 the Education-Trust West
investigated instructional time in California schools. This research found that the true
instructional school year is significantly shorter than it seems on paper due to the
“overhead” of school events, assemblies, testing days, birthday celebrations and the like.

In the Great Recession, many California
school districts cut five days from their
school calendar. Which five? Special
days like testing days, or assemblies, or
birthdays tend to be preserved. Almost
by definition, the days lost were
ordinary, unremarkable days with
nothing special going on except
teaching and learning.

Time for Relationships

School time is not all about academics. The school experience is also about relationships.
Some charter school operators (like KIPP) regard a longer school day as a vital element of
their program design. Beyond the academic effect of additional instructional time, a longer
day in school may raise the likelihood that school serves as the central context for
children’s social relationships.

The National Center for Time and Learning is dedicated to significantly increasing learning
time. It also provides research into how schools and districts are using time effectively, the
core topic of the next lesson.

Updated May 2017, Oct 2019, Jan 2020.

http://www.aypf.org/documents/EdTrustWest.pdf
http://west.edtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2015/01/Turning-Back-the-Clock-Brief_English_Oct-2011_0.pdf
http://www.kipp.org/
http://www.timeandlearning.org/?q=zooming-impact-more-time


Lesson 4.4

Time Management:
Spending School Time Well
Teachers should spend their time teaching, right? Well…

In This Lesson

What is the cost of an hour of school?

How can teachers make good use of time?

★ Discussion Guide

In education, as in most everything, the ultimate scarce resource is time. Who “owns” the
time spent in education, and how much is it worth? What does it mean to spend time well
in education?

How much is an instructional hour
worth?

As discussed in Lesson 4.3, there are roughly
a thousand instructional hours in an
American school year. Everything that a
school system does ultimately matters to
students (or doesn’t) because of things that happen during those 1,000 hours. What’s the
rough per-student cost of an instructional hour? It depends on your school district, and it

https://ed100.org/lessons/qualitytime#tag3
https://ed100.org/lessons/qualitytime#tag5
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Bsq9BlUKsJ9ytFI4UhtXb5V3Ngyf-y4Koa7T9l329OQ
https://edsource.org/2017/how-does-california-rank-in-per-pupil-spending-it-all-depends/577405


Rule of thumb: The value
of students' time is about
$11 per hour

depends on how you count, but in California in 2015-16, on average districts spent roughly
$11,000 per student per year. So the average rough price of instructional time in California
public schools is…

…about eleven bucks per student per
hour.

This rule of thumb can be handy for
evaluating the rough dollar value of
things that take time or save time in
California schools. What is the
instructional time cost of a one-hour bus delay that affects 50 students? How much
instructional time cost could be recovered through smoother transitions between classes?
How can we think about the instructional time cost of administering a standardized test, or
of taking kids on a field trip? Putting a dollar value on instructional time per student
doesn’t make tradeoffs simple, but it can help make them more concrete. It is also a helpful
reminder that students’ time has value.

Spending Time Well: Time Management Can Be Learned

The clock spins in only one direction; each day, teachers have a limited time to inspire and
guide students through their lesson plans. Some teachers make masterful use of their
limited minutes with students, advancing the powerful use of time to something of an art
form. In Teach Like a Champion and his other work, Doug Lemov describes techniques
collected from master teachers that enable them to keep students engaged and learning.
His instructional videos have become popular because they are practical. His primary
thesis is that teaching skills can be learned and improved, with clear examples.

Time in school has a rhythm to it. Classes begin and
end at particular, scheduled times, marked by bells,
buzzers or chimes. But do they have to be? In the past,
clocks were rarely synchronized, but nowadays there is
no longer any real doubt about the correct time.
Factories and businesses have mostly done away with
clocks that make noise, and some schools are getting
rid of bells too, as EdSource reports.

Traditionally, school days are simply chopped into class periods of equal length, but they
don't have to be. For example, some schools use "block scheduling" to create a mix of
longer and shorter instructional segments that differ from one day to the next. "Long

https://ed100.org/blog/sleep
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blocks" of double the usual length reduce transition time between classes. They also enable
teachers and students to delve deeper into discussions, problem sets, art projects and lab
work.

Some schools create overlapping class periods, with some students and teachers starting
earlier and others ending later, in order to create flexibility and address space issues.

Research about the impact of sleep on learning led to changes in California laws in 2019:
High schools must not begin the school day before 8:30 a.m. Middle schools must not
begin before 8:00 a.m.

Changing something as fundamental as the use of time in school affects everyone involved;
it can be transformative, but it is also easy to make mistakes. There is some evidence
that longer class periods may be beneficial, but there are many approaches and no easy
answers about what works best. The National Education Association (NEA) urges school
leaders to plan carefully and talk it all through with teachers before jumping to a new
schedule system.

Time to prepare.

To do anything well requires preparation, and preparation requires time. In the context of
school, teachers need to know their material and have a solid plan to teach it. In many
countries, school systems set aside time [PDF] in the school day and school calendar for
teachers to collaborate and prepare. The Learning Policy Institute provides a good
overview of how to use time effectively in professional development.

Updated September 2017, September 2018, October 2018, Dec 2019
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Lesson 4.5

Extra Time and Tutoring:
When Kids Need More Time and Attention
It’s unreasonable to expect all kids to learn at the same pace.

In This Lesson

Do kids learn at different rates?

How can teachers differentiate instruction?

What is Response to Instruction and Intervention?

What is "tracking"?

Is tracking of students bad?

How do gifted programs work?

How can schools use tutoring to help students?

What is blended learning?

How can schools personalize the way students learn?

★ Discussion Guide

Sometimes a student needs more time.

That reality doesn’t fit with the
organizational premise of school:
put groups of kids together based
on their chronological age, and
expect them to proceed at about
the same pace. Most of the time,
teachers have little choice but to
"aim for the middle," teaching
through the curriculum in a way
that will work for most kids. If
they can, teachers try to pull kids
aside for extra help or tutoring
time. But there is only a certain
amount of time in the day.

Improving the Use of Time
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It’s unreasonable to
expect all kids to learn at
the same pace.

Many education buzzwords relate to differing approaches to the challenge of educating
students at different levels simultaneously. In high schools particularly, the term "tracking"
describes the approach of separating students into groups based on where they are
academically. This approach assumes - or perhaps acknowledges - that not all kids advance
through school with comparable skills and knowledge. One problem with tracking is that it
tends to be a one-way ratchet: students can more easily be shifted to a "lower" track than
moved to a "higher" one. Another problem is that the placement of students can be fraught
with biases about expectations.

"Differentiated instruction" is an alternative that tries to avoid grouping students based on
ability. This approach requires teachers to change how they teach to meet the needs of
students with varying learning readiness. The goal is to teach everyone, without tracks or
batch distinctions. This can be a difficult feat even for experienced teachers, in part because
it is not always easy to tell which students are "getting it" and which are not.

Giving Some Kids More Time

In elementary grades especially, a relatively new version of this approach attempts to
differentiate instruction based on data. Sometimes known as Response to Instruction and
Intervention (RtI²), this approach combines high-quality instruction with a set of strategies
for identifying kids who need extra help or tutoring time. The process focuses on individual
students who are struggling and provides a vehicle for teamwork to strengthen their
performance early, before educational problems increase in intensity. This strategy
requires ongoing data about how well students are learning and what each student needs to
be successful. By monitoring the data, educators seek to identify students who need extra
help and respond with an intervention such as small group or one-on-one tutoring time.
This might mean extra support in areas of identified need, extra time on a topic or skill, or
perhaps support through technology. In some cases it will involve a more intensive
approach, up to placing a student in some kind of academic workshop or support class for
an entire school year. Data gathered from RtI² can be used in the identification process to
determine if a student requires special education services.

Similar data monitoring could be used
to identify children who are gifted or
ready to accelerate. However, in-school
"gifted" or "GATE" programs have
become increasingly rare. State and
federal program funds for gifted
programs have been eliminated. If

http://www.cde.ca.gov/ci/cr/ri/
http://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/gt/gt/
https://ed100.org/blog/gifted


there is a gifted program in your school, it is because your school district committed funds
for it. (Note: See the Ed100 blog for much more about this.) Some teachers do try to
differentiate their classes in ways that enable such students to remain challenged.

Tutoring time is perhaps the ultimate time-related intervention, as it puts a student and an
instructor together one-on-one. From a systemic perspective, the great problem with
tutoring is that it is tremendously expensive. America briefly flirted with wide-scale
publicly-funded tutoring -- it didn't work out. Here's what happened:

A provision of the federal No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) guaranteed children in some
low-performing schools access to tutoring services, known as Supplemental Educational
Services (SES), at a parent’s request. It seemed like a good idea at the time, but over time,
as the requirements of NCLB were raised, an increasing number of schools and districts
were classified as "low-performing," which led increasing numbers of students to qualify
for SES. Of course, this led to a boom in business for firms that offered tutoring services.
Some districts created their own tutoring programs; others hired outside firms. The
program at its peak diverted billions from schools to tutoring companies, with results that
harmed more than they helped. The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) eliminated the
mandate to provide tutoring time, effective in the 2017-18 school year.

Leveraging Technology

More and more computer programs have become available to help teachers provide extra
supports and interventions, which may expand their ability to engage students effectively
in learning. When fully incorporated into the school day, and used with all students, this
approach is sometimes called “blended learning.” Rocketship Schools, a charter school
network based in California, has received a lot of attention for its use of this approach,
which in its way is all about using student learning time better.

Rocketship CEO Preston Smith explains it this way. “We should all focus on personalized
learning and obsessing daily with how we ensure our students are spending large chunks of
their day (80%+) in their optimal zone of learning—meaning exactly at their level. I would
bet that students in countries that lead the world in achievement spend maybe 25-40% of
their time in these optimal zones. Technology is an incredible tool in this work as there are
online programs that immediately allow a student to access content in their optimal zone.
Again—technology is not the complete answer, but it is definitely part of the solution.”

The next lesson examines the use of time for learning in summers, and the role that this
season plays in the unequal learning results of high-wealth families and families in poverty.

https://ed100.org/blog/gifted
http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED555546.pdf
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Lesson 4.6

Summer:
Time to Learn, or Time to Forget?
For kids, there’s a downside to summer. The evidence says…

In This Lesson

What is summer learning loss?

How much do students forget over the summer?

Why are summers bad for students?

Why do we have summer vacation?

Where can I find a summer school for my kids?

Where can I find a summer job?

★ Discussion Guide

Summer has a very different meaning for middle-and upper-income students than for low-
income students.

I remember my childhood summers as
carefree. I spent endless hours at the
pool, learning to swim. I devoured
books from the library. My parents
sometimes enrolled me in summer
camps, some of which I liked. I don't
remember studying, exactly, but my
mother was at home, and she was a
sneaky teacher. I suspect I was learning
without noticing.

https://ed100.org/lessons/summer#tag1
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For many families, summers are far from carefree. During the academic year, school is a
place for learning, and more mundanely it's a safe place for kids to be five days a week.
When school is out, families have to figure out where their kids can go, how to get them
there, and how to feed them without the help of the school lunch program. Academic
advancement isn't at the top of the list of priorities during the summer for most families.

Learning is a cumulative process, like a rolling snowball. Under the right conditions,
learning sticks and kids grow academically. What they already understand serves as a base
for what they learn next. Early learning sets the stage for kindergarten. Reading letters sets
the stage for reading words, then books. Learning English in school sets the stage for using
it.

Decades ago, education researchers estimated that summers were a big contributor to the
achievement gap between students from higher-wealth and lower-wealth families. It makes
sense, right? Summers interrupt the snowball of childhood learning. These findings weren't
replicated in subsequent research. Encouragingly, recent research suggests that the scale of
summer learning loss might not be as inevitable as once thought. Either way, summers can
be seen as a chance to make something different happen. Achievement gaps present in
early childhood tend to be durable, and summers don't seem to make them better. But
adding more instructional days in well-designed summer programs might.

Summers rarely shrink the achievement gap. But they could.

https://www.educationnext.org/is-summer-learning-loss-real-how-i-lost-faith-education-research-results/


Many suppose that the
long summer break in the
school calendar is
somehow connected to
America’s agricultural
past. This is a myth.

 Summer "learning loss" might be cumulative, as shown by this graphic from
www.summermatters2you.net. But the biggest point of this graph is that gaps start in early childhood.
Even if summers don't make it worse, they certainly can be seen as an opportunity for change.

Many suppose that the long summer break in the school calendar is somehow connected to
America's agricultural past. This is a myth.

The complicated history of summer
vacation probably has more to do with
the sweltering discomfort of a stuffy
classroom than to the needs of the
fields.

From time to time, education reform
thinkers suggest shifting to a "year
round" schedule in which breaks would
be shorter and more evenly spaced
through the school year. The idea was
discussed seriously for a few years
when California's schools were massively overcrowded. The NEA summarized the issue for
its members. The short version is that there's no magic to just spreading out the same
number of instructional days.

http://www.summermatters2you.net/
http://www.amazon.com/Schools-In-Education-American-Schooling/dp/0820456578
http://www.nea.org/tools/17057.htm


Summer School costs money

There are many summer programs for children, but few are free, and not all are
academically focused. In the economic downturn that began in 2008, school districts were
given the option of doing away with summer school programs the state had previously
funded. Many did so. One dedicated source of funding that remained for summer programs
was through state and federal “extended learning” grants. Partly driven by matching grant
challenges, some philanthropic and community organizations became interested in helping
provide more summer learning opportunities and schools turned to them for help.

In California this all coincided with the development of some innovative new programs
under the umbrella of the Summer Matters Campaign. These programs depend on an
intentional synergy between the academic focus of traditional, district-led summer schools
and “summer camp” programs that emphasize fun, engaging activities. Important aspects
of this effort have been to encourage communities to try new approaches and on-going
evaluation to see what works to engage kids, prevent summer learning loss, and perhaps
even give kids a jump start on the coming school year.

The Myth of the Summer Job

For some teens, a "summer job" is literally a job, complete with pay. But teen summer jobs
are actually much less common than you might think. According to the Pew Research
Center, "the decline of summer jobs is, in fact, a specific instance of the decline in overall

http://www.afterschoolnetwork.org/article/swords-drawn-over-funding-expanded-learning
http://summermatters2you.net/
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youth employment." All over the world, teen employment has been on a long, steady slide
for decades. In America, the Bureau of Labor Statistics reports that teen employment rates
have fallen by nearly half in the last 20 years.

Less than a third of teens are employed in the peak month of July. White teens are
employed in the summer at dramatically higher rates than nonwhite teens.

http://www.economist.com/news/international/21576657-around-world-almost-300m-15-24-year-olds-are-not-working-what-has-caused


Over half of summer jobs for teens are in food service or retail, mainly at minimum wage.
There is no persuasive evidence to predict whether rising minimum wages will increase or
decrease teen employment.

For most students, working in the summer isn't an option. Most are too young, and the
summer "job" for many older students is to look after their younger siblings while their
parents are at work. For students living in poverty, summer can make their conditions
worse. Their parents may find it harder to care for them while finding ways to earn money
and keep food on the table.

Of course, summers are not the only time that students might be learning (or not) out of
school hours. The next lesson examines what we know about the use of after-school time.
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Lesson 4.7

After School:
What Should Happen After School?
When school lets out, does learning stop?

In This Lesson

What do students do after school?

Should my school offer an after school program?

How can my school start an after school program?

How can my school get money for an after school program?

Do after school programs help students?

How much do after-school programs cost?

★ Discussion Guide

It’s 3:00 in the afternoon on a typical weekday. School is out. Where do kids go next and
what do they do?

In years now long past,
moms stayed home. Kids
would play or do
their homework under her
watchful eye. That's no
longer the structure of the
American family and
workforce.

Increasingly, schools have
involved themselves in
providing after-school
programs. This isn't entirely driven by educational needs: families and communities need a
safe alternative to unsupervised time for kids. How should these programs be used? Should

https://ed100.org/lessons/afterschool#tag1
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they be a continuation of the school day? Should they be the solution for how students get
the web access they need to do their homework? Should they provide educational
enrichment activities? Should they be centers of athletics, performing arts and career
awareness? Or should they just be a safe place for kids to have fun and relax after the
school day?

Perhaps most critically: who is supposed to pay for these opportunities?

Federal, State and Local all chip in

The answer is everyone and no one. In 2002, California voters passed Proposition 49,
which set up constitutionally protected state funding for daily after-school programs for
students from kindergarten to 9th grade. It’s called the After School Education and Safety
(ASES) program. Increases in the minimum wage and other operating expenses have
proved a challenge for ASES programs, which now struggle to maintain services for
students.

The federal government, at about the same time, created the 21st Century Community
Learning Centers program for grades K-12. Both programs award money based on grant
applications that emphasize support for lower-income communities. And both expect the
programs they fund to provide a combination of educational and enrichment activities.

Meanwhile, local communities, non-profit
organizations and businesses also provide after-
school and summer programs, usually for a fee.
In 2015 the California After School Network
attempted to provide an overview of these

http://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/ba/as/
http://www.saveafterschool.com/resources/
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Community partnerships
are shaping how out-of-
school time is used

overlapping services in its report State of the
State of Expanded Learning. (This report
extended the findings of its influential
report, America After 3PM.

No one entity is responsible for providing out-
of-school-time learning. Should this mish-mash
of solutions be somehow combined? On one hand, taxpayer money should be spent in ways
that advance the public interest, for example by serving academic goals. On the other hand,
when after-school programs are voluntary they need to be positive experiences for kids.
The "right balance" depends on the needs of the community and the resources available.
Both the state and federal programs include application requirements that promote
collaboration - they want to see school agencies, other public entities, and community-
based organizations working together to create programs.

In an increasing number of
communities nationally, and in
California, these types of community
partnerships are shaping how out-of-
school time is used. The Coalition for
Community Schools documents how
community schools work and spotlights

some inspiring stories. Program evaluation is a requirement of the ASES grants. In 2012
an independent evaluation attempted to summarize what was known about their quality,
but the variety of programs and inconsistency of the data left the researchers with few firm
conclusions.

There is considerable evidence that after-school and summer programs can have a
significant positive economic effect, if they are run well. RAND corporation conducted an
efficacy study of after-school programs and identified suggestions for program design in an
enormous report titled “Hours of Opportunity.” If you are evaluating your school's after-
school options, you also might want to look at After School Programs in the 21st Century:
Their Potential and What it Takes to Achieve It from Priscilla M.D. Little et.al. of the
Harvard Graduate School of Education.

The next lesson turns to the question of whether it matters when kids miss school.

Updated September 2018
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Lesson 4.8

Absences:
Don't Miss Class!
When kids miss school, it’s usually because…

In This Lesson

Why do kids miss school?

How is attendance measured?

Why is absenteeism important?

What is "Average Daily Attendance"?

What is truancy?

What does it mean to be suspended from school?

Why are schools reducing suspension as a penalty?

How can parents and the PTA improve attendance?

How did the pandemic affect attendance?

★ Discussion Guide

It is easy to think of truancy as a law enforcement issue — a problem of willful teenagers.

But most "truancy" is better thought
of as "absenteeism" or just students
who miss school. School is
compulsory for children in
California beginning in first grade,
but huge numbers of elementary
school children miss an awful lot of
school. The reasons are generally
mundane. Parents or caregivers fail
to get them to school for all sorts of
reasons.

Children who miss school can fall
behind quickly, and schools are
generally not equipped to support

https://ed100.org/lessons/truancy-2#tag1
https://ed100.org/lessons/truancy-2#tag2
https://ed100.org/lessons/truancy-2#tag3
https://ed100.org/lessons/truancy-2#tag4
https://ed100.org/lessons/truancy-2#tag5
https://ed100.org/lessons/truancy-2#tag6
https://ed100.org/lessons/truancy-2#tag7
https://ed100.org/lessons/truancy-2#tag8
https://ed100.org/lessons/truancy-2#tag9
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Bsq9BlUKsJ9ytFI4UhtXb5V3Ngyf-y4Koa7T9l329OQ
http://www.cde.ca.gov/ls/ai/tr/
http://www.nccp.org/publications/pdf/text_837.pdf


Read more in the Ed100 blog.

family interventions that can make a difference. Parents have a legal responsibility to get
their kids to school. Enforcement of attendance is a common area of cooperation between
municipalities and school districts.

Did a student miss school? Take it as a warning sign

The school system in California is set up to take attendance very seriously because early
absenteeism predicts later problems, including failing to graduate high school. Districts
need to address absenteeism early and often.

Most kids never miss school, or miss it rarely.
When districts focus on improving attendance, as a
practical matter they need to focus on students or
groups of students who miss school the most,
especially in early grades. To help drive focus on
this issue, in 2018 California began collecting data
about chronic absenteeism in grades K-8 for
the California School Dashboard. You can read
much more about that in our blog post on Attendance and Absenteeism.

Enrollment vs. Attendance

The school finance system in California has been designed with a powerful incentive to
keep students in school: it funds school districts on the basis of Average Daily
Attendance(ADA), rather than on the number of students enrolled. This is also a part of the
reason why schools take attendance every day. Districts take this very seriously. Most states
base funding on enrollment, not attendance — California is one of only a handful of states
that enforce attendance through the school finance system.

Because attendance directly affects school district finances, districts have a big incentive to
boost it. Investments that increase attendance can pay for themselves quickly if they work.
For example, effective attendance-management systems enable school office staff to call
parents of absent students by lunchtime.

http://www.attendanceworks.org/
https://www.caschooldashboard.org/#/Home
https://ed100.org/blog/chronic-absenteeism


In 2017-18 about 400,000 California students were are chronically absent, meaning they
miss school more than three weeks of the school year. This level of absence from school
correlates with all kinds of bad outcomes, including failure to finish high school. According
to a 2016 report of the State Attorney General's office, 82% of those in prison in America
are high school dropouts.

To find out the absence rate in your school district, check this database from EdSource.
Chronic absenteeism data is also available on the California Department of Education
(CDE) DataQuest Web site. The reports indicate chronic absenteeism rates of schools and
school districts and which student subgroups have the highest chronic absenteeism rates.

The infographic above, from AttendanceWorks, breaks down the risks of chronic absence from school for young students. (Click for
full size to see the impact on reading for kids who miss many days in kindergarten and first grade.)

https://dq.cde.ca.gov/dataquest/dqcensus/AttChrAbsRate.aspx?cds=00&agglevel=State&year=2017-18
https://oag.ca.gov/sites/all/files/agweb/pdfs/tr/truancy_2016_en.pdf
https://edsource.org/2019/searchable-database-chronic-absenteeism-in-california-schools
https://www.cde.ca.gov/ds/sd/cb/dataquest.asp
https://ed100.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/AW-InfographicFINAL.jpg
http://attendanceworks.org/


Johnny's not in class 
a canary in the mind 
empty chairs can pass 
a silent warning sign

California's strict attendance rules are a hardship for student organizations and athletic
groups. For example, even students that serve on school boards or as advisors in school
accreditation teams need permission to attend meetings during school hours. School
districts receive funding based on attendance; in 2018 each missed day, regardless of the
cause, cost the district about $75.

Pandemic Effects

In 2020 the pandemic threw a giant wrench into the connection between funding and
attendance. Suddenly, the driving priority was no longer physical attendance, but online
engagement. Huge numbers of students lacked access to a computing device or the
internet. Even in normal times, students in poverty or living in rural areas tend to miss
school at a higher rate, which in turn suppresses school funding in those areas. Attendance
was designed into California's education finance system in the middle of the 20th century.
In the context of the pandemic, leaders began re-evaluating a long-discussed change to
using enrollment-based funding formulas, as a majority of states do.

Suspended

For older students, sometimes missing school is a result of their behavior. Out of school
suspensions and expulsions are a tool that schools use to punish students and maintain
order in schools. However, these disciplinary approaches also keep kids from learning,
especially those kids whose achievement is of the greatest concern.

The California Endowment has been a
leading voice in creating a movement to
find other ways to address student
misbehavior. They argue that
suspensions are largely
counterproductive, and that it is better
to "suspend" students in a way that
keeps them in a learning environment.
A study of school suspension practices

by the ACLU in 2018 found that students in America miss about 11 million days of school
annually due to suspensions. The rate of suspensions is significantly lower in California
than in other states, but varies by county.

Next Steps

http://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?lawCode=EDC&sectionNum=48205
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Parents and PTAs can help get kids to class on time and not miss school. From creating a
regular bedtime routine to making sure backpacks are ready to go in the morning, time-
proven strategies really work, if parents know about them. Attendance Works provides
useful web-based handouts for pre-school, elementary, middle and high school in several
languages.

This lesson concludes the Ed100 coverage of the topic of Time as a lever for educational
success. This is a good moment to reiterate the organizing framework of Ed100: Education
is Students and Teachers spending Time in Places for Learning with the Right Stuff in a
System with Resources for Success. So Now What?

The next series of lessons picks up the topic of places for learning, including primers about
neighborhood schools, charter schools, and learning beyond the classroom.

Updated July 2017, Dec 2017, Jan 2018, Oct 2018, June 2019, May 2020.
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