T'he Prickly Politics
Ot School Starting Times

By Kyr.A [.. WAHLSTROM

There are many questions yet to be answered about the consequences of a change in
school starting time. But one thing is certain: as the transition is being planned and
implemented, all the stakeholders who will be affected need to be consulted and kept

informed.

OME SCHOOL districts have responded to recent research
findings on adolescent sleep patterns and needs by signifi-
cantly changing high school starting times. Other districts
are considering such amove. But tinkering with the school -
day schedule is not without its risks.

The CAREI researchers discovered that
changing a school’s starting time provokes
the same kind of emotional reaction from
stakeholdersasclosing aschool or chang-
ing a school'sattendance area. A school’s
starting time sets the rhythm of the day for
teachers, parents, students, and members

Aware of thoserisks, inthefall of 1996 several superintendents of the community at large. The impact of

of suburban Minnesota school districts asked the Center for Ap-
plied Research and Educational Improvement (CAREI) at the Uni-
versity of Minnesotato assessthe attitudes of stakeholderstoward
such a venture. Seventeen school districts agreed to participate in
the study, which soon focused not only on high schools but also
on elementary and middle/junior high schools, since the sched-
ulesof al buildingsin adistrict are inextricably linked.*

Of the17 districts,only oneof them — Edina— had aready made
the decison to start the high school day 70 minuteslater in 1996-97
than in the previous school year. At the start of the study, then, only
the stakeholders in Edinawere actualy experiencing the change. A
year later, the Minneapolis School District pushed back the sarting
time of its seven comprehensive high school sby an hour and 25 min-
utes, from 7:15to 8:40 am., enabling CAREI to study theactua im-
pact of alater starting time in that district aswell.?
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changing that starting timeisfet individ-
ually, and the individuals who are affect-
ed need to have their views heard and le-
gitimized so that the discussion can move
forward in search of common ground.

Another striking finding from the first
year of the CAREI study had to do with
the role that assumptions play in discus-
sions of changing school garting times. In-
formd conversations on the topic seemed
invariably to include a comment such as
“The transportation department rules the
district, and this change cannot take place
because of bus problems’ or “The coaches
will never go along with thisidea— therés
no use in even approaching them.”

To assessthe accuracy of theseand Sm-
ilar assumptions, we conducted individu-
al interviews during the first year of the
study with each participating district'strans-
portetiondirector, with 51 coachesand co-
curricular faculty advisors, with al 17 dis-
trict directors of community education,with
several food service directors,with sever-



al district personnel directors,withall ele-
mentary and secondary curriculum direc-
tors, and with local employerswho provide
after-school jobsfor students. Surprising-
ly, noneof theintervieweessuggested that
achange in school starting time— espe-
cialy at the high school level — would
be out of the question. Indeed, though
coaches and transportation directors did
voice some concerns, most respondents
in al categories were willing to discuss
at length ways of implementing such a
change, since it would be beneficia for
students and their learning. To alow un-
tested assumptions to forestall debate on
theissueisto close the door prematurely
(and possibly wrongly) to later starting
times for high school students.

The CAREI study showed, too,that ad-
vocatesfor later school starting times tend-
ed to useintheir lobbying efforts both hard
data (e.g., the findings of sleep research
on adolescents) and tegimonids (e.g.,pos-
itive outcomes from districts that had a-
ready made such achange). In both Edina
and Minneapolis, a small number of ad-
vocates had a positive impact on the de-
cision-making process.

It's important to remember, however,
that strident advocacy can squel ch debate.
And without thorough discussion of the
issues surrounding a proposed changein
school starting time, any decision will be
shallow and may have to be revisited.

In both Edina and Minneapolis, shifts
in high school starting times affected the
starting times of elementary and middle
schoolsaswell. Had the school board mem-
bers in either of those districts focused
solely on the logistics of the change, it is
very unlikely that alater high school start-
ing time would have been implemented.
But the school boardsin both digtricts first
considered the research data on adolescent
deep needs. To their credit,they posed the
guestion,Are the data of sufficient quali-
ty and relevance to merit consideration?

With that question answered affirma-
tively, the next questions became: What
do we hope to gain by shifting our high
school starting time? And what might we
losein the process? The answers to these
two questions had to be based on fact,not
onemotionor onpotential logistical prob-
lems.

Eventudly, however, both school boards
arrived at the point where concerns about
logistics appropriately entered the debate.
Then the question became, What will it take
to bring our school schedulesinto linewith

what the research tells us about adolescent
deep needs? The boardsformed severd sub-
committeesto investigate logistical prob-
lems and to come up with possible sce-
narios. Throughout the decision-making
process,though, factud evidencetook prece-
dence, and sudents’ begt interestshdld sway.
Asaresult, the discussionsinvolved much
less wrangling than has been seen in other
digrictsembroiled in the same debate. From
aschool board’s perspective, keeping apo-
tentialy divisive debate focused on stu-
dent needs is good poalitics.

If altering high school startingtimesis
risky for school boardsiit isequally risky
for superintendents. In an open forum,the
17 superintendents whose districts took
part inthe CAREI study discussed thedis-
sension that community debate on the top-
ic had caused in somelocaes. Three super-
intendents, in whose districts the topic had
not surfaced, said they did not planto bring
it up. Two of the three noted that their con-
tracts were up for renewal, and they did
not want their boards split over this poten-
tialy divisiveissue (on which they would
be forced to take a stand). They elected
instead to remain publicly silent and pri-
vately neutral on the topic.

In Minneapolis, the decision to move
toalater startingtimefor the high schools
was made under an interim superintendent.
When the new superintendent took over,
she “inherited” that decision, and any per-
ceived negatives related to its implemen-
tation were not associated with her.

If altering school startingtimesisrisky
for school boards and superintendents, it
isno lesssofor high school principals. In
Edina and Minneapolis, the high school
principal s served on the committees that
made the decision to push back high school
starting times. Like other committee mem-
bers, these principalshad accesstothedeep
research data and to information on out-
comes from digrictsthat had aready taken
such action. Armed with thefacts, the prin-
cipalswere able to refute unsubstantiated
claims and to respond to the concerns of
students, parents, and teachers. Participa
tion in the committees debates aso helped
the high school principalsidentify poten-
tial sourcesof resistance to the change and
learn to deal with them before opposition
escalated.

It was egually important to have the
elementary and middle/junior high school
principdsinvolved in the discussions, since
changing the high school starting timein-
evitably affects other buildings aswell. In

large districts, however, it is impractical
to have as many principals take part in the
deliberationsasmight beoptimal . Minne-
apolis compensated by providing regular
briefings on the committees discussions
to al principalsin the district.

Clearly, schodls at dl levelswhose own
schedules will be aff ected by achangein
the high school starting time must be giv-
en sufficient advance notice. In Minneap-
olis, schools that were told in the spring
that their starting timeswould be changed
in the fall encountered much less resis-
tance from parents and staff members than
did schoolsthat |earned about the change
shortly before the fall term began. Staff
members and parents need time to adjust
their personal and family schedules, and
providing suchtimeisonekey toasmooth
transition.

All the findings of the CAREI study
that | have mentioned so far apply to both
urban and suburban schools and school
districts. But a few factors emerged that
seem more pertinent to one setting than
to the other.

The reactions of high school teachers
toalater starting time differed by setting,
for example A clear majority of the sub-
urban teachers said that they liked the
change, for reasons that ranged from “more
time to incorporate the news of the day
into my lessons” and “more students are
awake and fully participating in my first-
and second-hour classes’ to “more time
to talk with fellow teachers about sharing
materials and team teaching” The subur-
ban teachers were ill arriving at an early
hour — but, because of thelater dismissa
time, they were working alonger day.

Urban high school teachers, by contrast,
were evenly split between liking (45.2%)
and not liking (45.7%) the later starting
time. Those who responded positively to
the change cited many of the same rea
sons listed by their suburban counterparts.
But two-thirds of the urban teachers who
did not like the change mentioned the neg-
ativeimpact that alater dismissal timehad
on their personal lives. Their comments
ranged from “| feel | have no ‘down timée
beforel go home” and “I havelog at least
an hour that 1 would otherwise gpend at my
second job” to “I now have to face rush-
hour traffic.” Only one-third of theteach-
ers who disliked the change mentioned
the needs of students in their listings of
negative concerns.

These sharp differences in teachers
attitudes deserve further study. Perhaps



urban teachers are simply reflecting the
stresses of teaching under less than ided
conditions. The personal toll of having to
make accommodationsfor alater starting
time may bethe find straw that makes this
change feel overwhelming.

The preferred dismissal time for ele-
mentary and middle/junior high schools
is another factor that differsby locale. Par-
entsin both suburban and urban areaswor-
ry about young children walking along
roads or waiting for abusat aroad’s edge
in winter darkness. But urban parents wor-
ry too that “theres a different kind of pred-
ator out there in the late afternoon.” Thus
urban parents prefer an earlier school dis-
missal time to alater one.

A third issue that differs by locale is
“zero hour” classes — those that meet an
hour beforetheregular school day begins.
Such classesare usually limited in enroll-
ment, since they serve accelerated students
or youngstersin work/study programs The
CAREI study revealsthat more suburban
students than urban ones take zero hour
classes, because transportation to school is
less of aproblem in suburban areas. This
equity issue merits further study.

Moreover, zero hour classesnegate for

participantsthe beneficial effectsof alat-
er school startingtime. Districtsmay wish
to consider the wisdom of offering such
options.

Obviousdly, changing a high school’s
starting time produces a complex array of
benefitsand tensions. Just asclearly, dis-
tricts must challenge the assumptions be-
fore agenuine dialogue can take place on
the topic.

Meanwhile, we still do not know the
effect of alater high school starting time
on student achievement. In an effort to
provide that information, CAREI is now
looking at longitudinal achievement data
from digtricts that implemented a later Sart-
ing time severa years ago.

CAREI will also seek to answer the
question of whether a later high school
starting time reduces the incidence of ju-
venile mishehavior by keeping youngsters
in school until later in the afternoon. To
date, there is no evidence to suggest that
crime rates have dropped as a result of
pushing back school starting times.

CAREI has studied most extensive-
ly the two Minnesota districts that have
pushed back their high school gtarting times
by an hour or more. Other districtsin the

state have implemented a 30- to 40-min-
ute delay in the start of school. Still oth-
er districts have accepted the value of a
later starting time but are struggling in
committees over how to deal with thelo-
gigtical problems. Meanwhile, CAREI re-
searchersarelooking for an answer to the
guestion, How late islate enough to help
addressthe degp needs of adolescentswith-
out changing school schedules more than
is necessary?

High school starting time is a seem-
ingly simple issue with prickly political
dimensions, and there is no single solu-
tionthat will fital districts. Only through
open discusson of their concerns can stake-
holders devel op a shared understanding of
the facts that will lead to areasonable —
but purely local — decision. Andthat'sas
it should be, since those stakeholders are
the oneswho will havetolivewiththecon-
SEquences.
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