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A Cure for Fragmented Schedules 
in Elementary Schools

Improved test scores, more time for direct 
instruction, and a less fragmented school day are 
some of the benefits of parallel block scheduling.

I f all teachers presently serving el 
ementary schix)ls were assigned 
as base or regular teachers, the 

pupil-teacher ratio would he very de 
sirable indeed 1 to 12 or 1 to 15. Since 
1965 the number of teachers in ele- 
memary schtxils has increased sub 
stantially, but the additions have re 
suited primarily from the employment 
of special teachers for support pro 
grams; and the work loads of base 
teachers have not changed

In fact, now that base teachers must 
plan their lessons around the sched 
ules of pull-out programs, their re 
sponsibilities are compounded With 
little control over which students will 
he taught by support teachers, how 
many will be taught, or when they will 
be taught, base teachers feel they just 
direct traffic" This reality results in 

repeated interruptions, loss of instruc 
tional time, fragmented programs, and 
frustration expressed in comments 
like this
I don t have one hour a day when I have all 
my sludems in my classnxmi together 
Two or three are always assigned to some 
program Chapter I. talented and gifted, 
speech therapy, reading resource, or what 
have-vou

Eliminating Fragmented 
Programs, Teacher Frustration
Sch<x)l personnel w-ho use parallel

block scheduling, however, rind that 
this plan can both accommodate pull 
out programs and give teachers more 
instructional time Under this plan, 
blocks of time are scheduled parallel 
to each other, with regular classroom 
lessons in one block and support serv 
ices and extension activities in the 
other All support activities, including 
pull-out programs, are scheduled 
within the parallel block

The research on effective schools 
and effective teaching points to impor 
tant conditions that this scheduling 
technique can achieve. For example, 
in her time-on-task research, Stallings 
reported that average academic learn 
ing time for students ranges from 6 to 
1.5 hours per day ' Other researchers 
have reported that teacher^irected in 
struction varies greatly from teacher to 
teacher and from group to group 2

In addition, researchers have 
pointed out that teacher-directed in 
struction is critical for the success of 
low-achieving students, who topically 
receive less high quality direct in 
struction than do higher-achieving 
students. 3 Further, low achieving stu 
dents receive more paper and-pencil 
assignments and less interactive 
teaching/1 Parallel block scheduling 
makes it possible to give all students 
more direct instruction and time on
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task, simplv by reorganizing existing 
resources

Planning a Parallel Block 
Schedule
In the beginning, the school day is 
divided into a morning schedule, a 
lunch period, and an aftemcxm sched 
ule for all grade levels, in the way 
principals have typically proceeded 
Suppose the school has a large Chap 
ter 1 population, with one educably 
mentally handicapped class and two 
learning disabilities classes. Suppose a 
physical education teacher serves the 
school four days per week, and a 
special music teacher is there two days 
per week Now the individual grade 
level schedules can be developed 
Suppose, for example, the 3rd grade 
has 92 students, three base teachers, 
and one extension or support teacher. 
To develop the 3rd grade schedule, 
the principal and the teachers begin 
by determining the instructional level 
of each student and placing each in 
an appropriate instructional group, 
first, for reading/language arts (see rig 
1) and. similarly, for mathematics. 
(Grades K and 1 are scheduled as 
self<x>ntained units, with specific peri 
ods of time designated for pull-out 
programs )

Next, students are assigned to base 
or homeroom teachers For example, 
as shown in Figure 2. Teacher A would 
have reading groups 1 and 4 for home 
nx>m: Teacher B wiould be assigned 
groups 2 and 5; andj Teacher C would 
have groups 3 and fe. Controlled het 
erogeneiry in homerooms is ensured 
by placing one lou' and one middle or 
one middle and one high reading 
group with each teacher The directed 
reading language arts block would be 
scheduled as shown in Figure 2. Please



note that when each reading group 
receives its directed reading lesson 
every day, it is alone with the teacher, 
and the teacher is able to concentrate 
on the lesson for that group of stu 
dents without supervising the seat- 
work of other students

In first period, students in reading 
groups 1 and 4 meet as a combined 
group for instruction in writing, gram 
mar, spelling, and penmanship 
Teacher A provides whole class in 
struction for some language arts activ 
ities and differentiated assignments for 
the two groups at other times

During second period, Teacher A 
instructs reading group 1, and stu 
dents in group 4 are assigned to 
Teacher D in the extension center Any- 
reading group students requiring sup 
port services are scheduled within the 
parallel block and therefore do not re 
port to the extension area. At the end of 
this period, the groups exchange; and 
Teacher A's students in reading group I 
go to the extension center or to support 
services, while students in reading 
group 4 go to Teacher A for a directed 
reading lesson

Extension center activities during 
the reading/language arts block are 
designed to extend and enrich the 
language arts program, under the di 

rection of Teacher D Students engage 
in sustained silent reading, writing ac 
tivities, guided practice in reading, 
reading games, critical thinking and 
comprehension skills, and the like. 
Extension rooms may also provide 
word processor centers, listening cen 
ters, and content area reading centers.

Procedures similar to those de 
scribed for reading are followed in 
assigning students to mathematics 
groups During the afternoon sched 
ule, base teachers provide direct in 
struction in math concepts and skills 
to each math group. Then, in math 
extension with Teacher D, the empha 
sis is on practice, drill, and computa 
tion. Typical activities include com 
puter work, "newspaper math," skill 
sheets with pocket calculators to check 
work, manipulatives, and cooperative 
learning activities, such as the student 
team learning games developed at the 
Johns Hopkins University. 5 Students 
not receiving direct instruction in 
math are assigned to the math exten 
sion center, to support services, or to 
physical education, music, or library 
classes The math and physical educa 
tion/music/library schedule for stu 
dents in grade 3 is shown in Figure 3

Following the afternoon schedule, 
as shown in Figure 3, students usually

return to their homeroom teachers for 
instruction in science, social studies, 
health, and art Additional physical ed 
ucation also may be scheduled during 
this period During this period, 
Teacher D can assist the base teachers 
and be scheduled for individual plan 
ning time.

This planning process is repeated 
for grades 2, 4, 5, and 6 (where neces 
sary), with consultations with special 
teachers and homeroom teachers to 
smooth out any difficulties.

Reaping the Rewards
Both teachers and students benefit 
from parallel block scheduling 6 Each 
day students receive support services 
or pull-out programs without missing 
the teacher-directed instruction going 
on in their homercx>m.s All students 
receive instruction in reading and 
mathematics in skill groups without 
having peers from other groups ob 
serving their performance Parents re 
port that their children are no longer 
stigmati/.ed as a result of the special 
services they receive or the levels of 
the basals they read.

Teachers profit by not having to run 
off and students benefit by not hav 
ing to fill out the 1,000+ workbook 
and duplication sheets that most ele
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Fig. 2 . 3rd Grade Morning Schedule with Parallel Block
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mentary students are assigned each 
year for searwork. Base teachers enjoy 
being able to spend over three hours 
per day in planning or in working with 
reduced size groups The following 
two comments illustrate the satisfac 
tion teachers experience with parallel 
block scheduling: '1 had forgotten 
what teaching was like and "It's great 
to have a group to teach without any 
students going or coming."

The ultimate payoff is that in schools 
where parallel block scheduling has 
been implemented for two or three 
years, the test scores of students in all 
ability groups, but particularly those in 
the lowest quartile, have improved 
Higher test scores, enthusiastic par 
ents, and teachers who are rekindling 
their original love of teaching with 
out needless interruptions are strong 
testimony for a novel way of scheduling 
the school day that takes only a bit of 
innovative planning D
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Fig. 3. 3rd Grade Afternoon Schedule with Parallel Block
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