
Achieving The Optimal School Year During
A Struggling Economy

At a time when the economy is struggling, school districts understandably need to lower

costs. Changes to the school calendar, such as four-day school weeks and the elimination of the

twelfth grade, have been proposed by some schools as ways to save money. While trying to

lower costs, however, school districts must also keep their students’ best interests in mind. Four-

day school weeks and the elimination of the twelfth grade concentrate solely on cutting costs,

rather than emphasizing and increasing student achievement. If the focus of our educational

system is on students’ learning, students should be spending more time in school, not less.One

promising way to achieve the optimal school year is the year-round education (“YRE”) system

which offers numerous benefits, while also allowing for cost reduction.

I. The Outdated Traditional School Calendar

Farming was once a way of life for most American families. As a result, the school

calendar was structured to allow students time off during peak farming months, generally in

June, July and August, to assist with farming.1 Since then, however, family farming has

dramatically declined in the United States. Fewer families operate farms to obtain income today.

Although this shift from farming occurred, most school calendars were not altered.

While the traditional school calendar has been around for some time, it is not without its

disadvantages. The most common concern is that due to the long summer break given under the

traditional calendar, students often forget some of what they learned throughout the school year.2

1 Research Spotlight on Year-Round Education, NAT’L EDUC. ASS’N, http://www.nea.org/tools/17057.htm (last
visited May 1, 2010); Allison C. Woodward, Effects of School Calendars on Student Achievement and Retention at
3, VALDOSTA STATE UNIV., Dec. 1995, available at http://www.edpsycinteractive.org/files/yre.pdf.
2 Research Spotlight, supra note 1.



As a result, teachers are forced to spend time during the beginning of the school year to review

what was taught the previous year.

The shift away from farming gives school districts freedom to alter what many consider

to be the “outdated” traditional school calendar.3 Any changes made, however, should maximize

student learning while also taking into consideration other concerns, such as cost savings.

II. The Inadequacy of Recently Proposed Changes to the School Calendar

Focused on reducing costs, school districts are creatively implementing changes to the

school calendar. Four-day school weeks have recently gained popularity due to the opportunity

to save money. The elimination of the twelfth grade also has been proposed to lower costs.

Although these changes may save money, often, the amount saved is not significant and there is

no convincing research which indicates that these changes are in the best interests of students.

A. Four-Day School Weeks

Research shows not only that switching to a four-day week does not necessarily bring

academic benefits, but also, in some cases, does not result in significant cost savings. Proponents

of four-day school weeks argue that the system allows for decreased transportation costs, utility

costs and hourly staff costs because school is in session one less day per week.4 The only

schools, however, that see higher cost savings from switching to a four-day week are those

districts which transport students long distances and therefore have high transportation costs.5

3 Id.
4 Christine Donis-Keller & David L. Silvernail, A Review of the Evidence on the Four-Day School Week at 6, CTR.
FOR EDUC. POLICY, APPLIED RESEARCH AND EVALUATION, UNIV. OF S. ME (Feb. 2009), available at
http://usm.maine.edu/cepare/pdf/CEPARE%20Brief%20on%20the%204-day%20school%20week%202.10.pdf.
5 Interview by Michele Norris, NPR with Mike Griffith, Senior School Finance Analyst, Education Commission of
the States, (May 9, 2010) available at http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=124501288.



And even in those types of districts, school typically only save less than five percent from their

budget.6

Many organizations and schools are finding that the minor savings achieved by a four-

day school system are outweighed by the believed harmed to student achievement. The

Professional Association of Georgia Educators has discouraged Georgia schools from

implementing four-day school weeks.7 The spokesman for the Association said, “There’s no way 

a switch like that wouldn’t negatively affect teaching and learning.”8

Gore Public Schools in Oklahoma switched to a four-day school week system in 2009

and has saved $35,000 as a result, but will shift back to the traditional school calendar next year.9

Monte Thompson, superintendent, said “teachers have to do a ‘dog and pony show to keep kids’ 

attention’ for the extra hour and 40 minutes spent in class” each day.10 As indicated by

Thompson, the longer school day makes it more difficult for students to focus in class,

particularly younger students.11 Furthermore, having an additional day off between school weeks

causes some students, especially at-risk or special needs students, to have difficulty retaining the

subject matter over the weekend.12

Additional concerns include that under the four-day school week model, working parents

must obtain childcare for the fifth day of the week.13 Also, extra-curricular activities, which take

6 Id.
7 Chris Herring,Schools’ New Math: the Four-Day Week, WALL ST. J., Mar. 8, 2010, available at
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052748704869304575104124088312524.html.
8 Id.
9 Id.
10 Id.
11 Id; Tennessee School Boards Weigh in On Four-Day Week, Fiscal Independence, NAT’L SCH. BD. ASS’N, Sept.
2008, available at
http://www.nsba.org/SecondaryMenu/COSA/Search/AllCOSAdocuments/TennFourdayWeek.aspx.
12 Gale F. Gaines, Focus on the School Calendar: The Four-Day School Week at 5, S. REG’L. EDUC. BD., Aug. 2008,
available at http://publications.sreb.org/2008/08S06_Focus_sch_calendar.pdf.
13 Id.



place after school, are difficult to schedule when students are in classes for an extra hour and a

half each day. As a result, the activities must often take place on the fifth day of the week. Id.

On top of these concerns, there is no conclusive evidence to show that four-day school

weeks positively impact student performance. In fact, when a district switches to a four-day

school week, the most common reason for the change is cost savings and not to increase student

achievement.14 In reality, actual savings may be very minimal because districts often need to use

the fifth day for professional development, extra-curricular activities and to provide assistance to

at-risk students.15 The minimal cost savings of four-day school weeks do not justify

implementation of the program which has not been proven to have educational benefits.

B. Elimination of the Twelfth Grade

Taking more drastic measures to save money, some schools are considering eliminating

the twelfth grade. Recently, Chris Buttars, a Utah state senator, proposed the elimination of the

twelfth grade to the Utah State Senate’s Public Education Appropriations Committee.16 Buttars

estimated that the elimination would save Utah $102 million annually.17 Later backing away

from this proposal, Buttars said that the twelfth grade should be optional for students.18

There is no evidence, however, to show that such a radical action would benefit students

in any way. In fact, it’s believed that elimination of the twelfth grade would “create problems 

with college admissions.”19 Additionally, many believe that the final year of high school is

necessary for students to mature and provides an opportunity for students to excel in academics,

14 Id.
15 Donis-Keller, supra note 4, at 6-7.
16 Russell Goldman, Utah Lawmaker Seeks to Eliminate 12th Grade, ABC NEWS, Feb. 16, 2010, available at
http://abcnews.go.com/WN/utah-mulls-eliminating-12th-grade/story?id=9853553.
17 Id.
18 Id.
19 Id.



sports and extra-curricular activities.20 Such radical measures should not be implemented if it’s 

unclear what effect they will have on student achievement.

III. The Promises of Year-Round Education

Year-round education offers the best option to increase student achievement while still

allowing for cost reduction. Year-round education has existed for over a century throughout the

United States.21 There are two main types of YRE programs: single-track and multi-track.22 The

single-track model usually involves an instructional year of 180 days broken up by short breaks

instead of the traditional longer summer vacation.23 Various models of this approach exist. For

example, under the 45/15 approach, students attend school for 9 weeks (45 days) and then have

close to a 3 week vacation (15 days).24 This sequence is then repeated four times each year.25

Under the multi-track model, on the other hand, students and teachers are assigned to a certain

group. While one group is on vacation or break, the students and teachers in the other groups still

meet.26 This staggering of the periods allows for more students to attend the school.27

By 1992, YRE programs had been implemented in 1,668 public and private schools

throughout 23 states.28 Districts believe YRE programs increase student retention, maximize the

use of school facilities and allow for cost savings. 29

20 Id.
21 Elisabeth A. Palmer & Amy E. Bemis, Year-Round Education, UNIV. OF MINN., available at
http://www.cehd.umn.edu/carei/Reports/docs/Year-round.pdf.
22 Research Spotlight, supra note 1.
23 Id.
24 Id.
25 Id.
26 Woodward, supra note 1, at 6.
27 Research Spotlight, supra note 1.
28 Woodward, supra note 1, at 4.
29 Palmer, supra note 18.



A. Academic Benefits

It is widely believed that YRE programs result in significant academic benefits including

increased retention rates, higher student attendance, and more timely opportunities for immediate

remediation.

The most touted benefit of YRE programs is increased retention rates. In 1978, the New

York State Board of Regents conducted a study which determined that the traditional school

calendar, with a summer break, encouraged forgetting.30 A long summer break makes it more

difficult for students to retain information from one school year to the next. While some students

may retain most of the information during the summer due to continued learning opportunities

provided by their parents, some students do not receive the same opportunities at home.31 This

lack of supplemental learning has an effect on how much information students retain over the

summer. The 1978 Board of Regents study found that disadvantaged students who do not have

additional educational opportunities over the summer forget as much as three months of learning

during the summer.32 Varied retention rates forces teachers to review the previous year before

moving on to new material. Many schools spend as many as the first four to six weeks of the

school year reviewing the information students learned in the previous grade level due to low

retention rates.33

Many studies have found that YRE programs result in increased student achievement

scores. Under the YRE model, students spend shorter periods of time away from school and as a

result, retention rates are higher than under the traditional calendar. Elisabeth Palmer & Amy

Bemis performed a comprehensive review of studies done on YRE programs to determine

30 Woodward, supra note 1, at 4.
31 Id.
32 Id. at 8.
33 Id.



whether the effect of the programs was clear.34 Of thirty-three studies done between 1980 and

1997, twenty-seven found positive achievement scores in schools with YRE programs.35 Eleven

studies found a positive effect on reading standardized test scores while nine found a positive

effect on math scores.36

Another perceived benefit of YRE programs is higher student attendance. With more

regular, albeit shorter, breaks, families are able to take vacations and schedule appointments

during the breaks rather than scheduling them during the school day. Finally, issues facing

students’ academic achievement can be remedied more quickly under a YRE program. Under the

traditional calendar, if a student was struggling throughout the year, the district and student were

forced to wait until summer to remedy the situation. The shorter breaks in a YRE calendar allow

for more immediate remediation. At most, remediation can occur a few weeks after the problem

is recognized, at the next break.37 Faster attention to struggling students allows the district to

quickly resolve the issue so the student is able to complete the school year without continuing to

struggle.

B. Cost Savings

In addition to academic benefits, YRE systems can result in cost reductions for school

districts by lowering teacher absenteeism and more efficiently using school facilities. Similar to

students, in a YRE program, teachers are able to take personal days during the frequent breaks in

the school calendar, rather than taking days off. Additionally, teachers can use the school breaks

to participate in professional development opportunities, rather than being forced to take time

off. Decreased teacher absenteeism saves the school district money as fewer substitute teachers

34 Palmer, supra note 18.
35 Id.
36 Id.
37 Research Spotlight, supra at 1.



need to be hired. Of six studies evaluated by Palmer & Bemis, five found some evidence that

teacher absenteeism decreased in year-round schools.38

Additionally, YRE allows for a more efficient use of school facilities.39 Under the

traditional school calendar, schools sit empty during the summer months. A school running a

YRE program would be occupied more often throughout the year, thereby more efficiently using

taxpayer monies.40 Furthermore, breaks taken during the winter months would save money for

some schools because utility costs would be must less.

B. Potential Disadvantages

Opponents of YRE programs argue that the program leads to scheduling difficulties for

districts and parents. Research shows, however, that extra-curricular activities are not necessarily

difficult to schedule under the model. Of three studies considered by Palmer and Bemis, two

studies found that parents with children in YRE programs did not have any more difficulty

scheduling vacations than parents with children attending a school operating on a traditional

calendar.41 The third study found that scheduling vacations was not as difficult as parents had

anticipated it would be under a YRE program.42

Scheduling difficulties may arise, however, if some, but not all, of the schools within a

district adopt the YRE model, as parents could have one child operating on a YRE schedule at

one school, while another child operates on a traditional calendar system at another school.43

This difficulty would be best avoided if all of the schools within a district operated on the same

calendar.

38 Id.
39 Research Spotlight, supra note 1.
40 Id.
41 Palmer, supra note 18.
42 Id.
43 Research Spotlight, supra note 1.



Although moving to a YRE program may not be supported by everyone in the

community, courts have held that school districts have power to implement programs without the

permission of parents if the district believes the change is in the best interest of the students.44 In

2007, the Ninth Circuit held that Wake County, in North Carolina, had the power to convert 22

schools to YRE schools.45 School districts are in the best position to determine the needs of the

school and students and as a result, should be able to adjust the school calendar accordingly.

Hybrid System

School districts that want to implement the YRE system, but don’t believe they would 

save enough money by doing so, may be able to follow a hybrid system. For example, during the

winter months, when utility costs are the highest, a school operating on the YRE model could

also operate on a four-day school week. The additional day off would significantly lower utility

costs for the school. Although there are disadvantages associated with four-day school weeks,

the school would only be operating on that calendar for a few months. After the winter is over,

the school could revert back to five-day weeks on the YRE model to maximize student

achievement.

Conclusion

Although districts may need to look for opportunities to lower costs, the best interests of

students cannot be overlooked. The primary focus of our educational system should be student

learning. While understandably trying to lower costs, school districts should not simply choose

44 Organizations Join Appeal of Ruling Prohibiting Schools From Forcing Students to Attend Year-Round School,
NAT’L SCH. BD. ASS’N, Oct. 2007, available at
http://www.nsba.org/SecondaryMenu/COSA/Search/AllCOSAdocuments/Organizationsjoinappealofrulingprohibitin
gschoolsfromforcingstudentstoattendyearroundschool.aspx.
45 Kristen Blair, Benching Parents, Year Round, N.C. EDUC. ALLIANCE, May 8, 2008, available at
http://www.nceducationalliance.org/journal/display.html?id=4754.



options based on the prospect of saving money. Any option, before it’s implemented, should be 

researched to determine what effect it will have on student achievement. A feasible way to

balance these interests is the YRE model, as it maximizes student performance and may also

save money.


