June is a Joke 
by

Eyes Right

Springfield, VA –  As state and local budgets continue to flounder and atrophy, perhaps it is time to re-examine some sacred cows.  One which offers considerable savings with little, if any, deleterious effects, is reducing the length of the school year.
Currently most states and local school districts mandate somewhere in the neighborhood of an 180 day school year.  Here in northern Virginia, this means that classes begin in September on the day after Labor Day and continue until the middle of the following June.  This year the last day of school was June 18.  The dirty secret about this schedule is that, educationally, June is a joke.

In Virginia high schools, most subjects have state-mandated end-of-year examinations, called the Standards of Learning (SOL) tests.  These are administered during the final two weeks of May.  Because all the tests are now given via computer, the results are available almost instantly, allowing re-tests for those who did not pass on the first try.  For those high schoolers taking university level courses, either the Advanced Placement (AP) or International Baccalaureate (IB), the examinations take place nationally in early May.  Following all of these tests there is virtually no additional course work undertaken, because all the material has been covered.  Yet classes drone onwards, with many teachers filling the time by showing videos or by interesting, but unnecessary, group projects.  Many of the June days which count toward the 180 benchmark are, in reality, only half days of classes, with students typically in school for only three hours.  
There are other “lost days” throughout the school calendar.  In our school district, we spend four days in which the students spend only 3 hours in school, before being released so that teachers can undergo “training.”  We also have half days prior to Thanksgiving, and this coming school year, the “winter holiday” [a.k.a., Christmas].  In our local school district, most high schools have replaced 3-5 hours a week of class time with “study halls” or “relaxation time” for all students.  So don’t tell me that there is not considerable fluff waiting to be trimmed.
The point is that challenging economic times call for challenging solutions.  Due to extremely tight local budgets, school systems have had to steadily increase class sizes (to reduce the number of teachers) such that essentially all classes now are maxed out at 30 students.  There is little room for further savings in this area; we are now operating with essentially the minimum number of teachers.  Also the administrative staffs of most school districts have been pared to minimum level with little, if any, room for further savings here.  Because personnel costs, i.e., salary and benefits, make up over 75% of most public school budgets, the only real remaining area for budget trimming is salary.  So the question becomes, how do we reduce salary expenditures with as little negative impact on students as possible?
The obvious answer is to reduce the school year by 5 to 10 %, and thus reduce school system salaries by a comparable amount.  A good number to start with might involve a reduction of 10 school days per year, such that classes would run for a total of 170 days instead of 180.  Salaries would be reduced by a comparable amount, that is, 5.55%.   For example, a teacher currently making $70,000 plus benefits would now be receiving just under $4000 less, but would still have benefits.  The savings for the school district would be over 5%, and would be significant, and would, perhaps, provide a viable mechanism to balance the budget in these difficult economic times.  Teachers will still have jobs and benefits, and will have two extra weeks to supplement their income with other work during the summer, if they choose to do so.  

In spite of dire warnings of doom which will immediately flow from predictable interest groups, the actual impact on student learning will be negligible.  Although we can already hear the shrill whines of “How can you do this to the children?”, the facts, as I mentioned above, are that there is simply not much learning taking place during those last two weeks of school as currently implemented.  We need to tighten up our learning process to use efficiently and effectively what we are able to afford.  What we can no longer afford is wasted time and unnecessary activity, simply to fill an artificial mandate.  Let’s get serious about education in these challenging economic times.
I thought you might like to know.
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