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Introduction:
= Framing the Discussion

Within the context of this paper, a balanced, or year-round, school year calendar?! is not one

that necessarily increases either the length or number of school days. It is one that provides
for “more continuous learning” by dividing up the traditional summer break into shorter

intersessions during the year.

It might seem to be a common-sense proposition
that such a schedule would counter the so-called
“summer slide” where students fail to retain much
of what they learned during the previous nine
months. “Not s0”, say many experts like Paul T.
von Hipple from the LBJ School of Public Affairs
at the University of Texas Austin. In looking at test
scores, he notes:

Once thought to be positive, these effects now
appear to be neutral at best. Although year-round
calendars do increase summer learning, they
reduce learning at other times of year, so that the
total amount learned over a 12-month period is no
greater under a year-round calendar than under a
nine-month calendar.’

Von Hipple’s conclusions are mimicked by other
scholars, many of whom conclude that results, at
best, are mixed. Yet, others find positive impacts.
In a recent study, David Hornack, the 2016
Morphet Dissertation Award Winner, found that
“...regardless of economic status and gender,
children who attend a balanced school calendar
with a summer recess of six-weeks retain more
mathematical knowledge than their counterparts
who attend school on the traditional school calendar
with a 12- week summer recess.”

Who then to believe?

The issue may not be so much about results, but
rather about what results — literally how student
achievement is measured. Von Hipple, for instance,
looked at data for kindergarten and first grade from

the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study (ECLS) for
748 public schools and 244 private schools from
around the country. Of these, only 27 could be
classed as year-round, or balanced, calendar
schools. Results from these schools were compared
to standard calendar schools. While students tended
to be poorer than average, their poverty was
moderate and not severe. Schools were primarily
from the West. By comparison, Hornack looked at
a relatively small sample of 275 students from
selected midwestern schools, but over half were on
free or reduced lunch.

Additionally, Hornack did something many
previous studies had not done. He used a pre and
post-test with the same students. As he pointed out:

Previous research regarding the balanced school
calendar and its effects on the summer learning loss
has been somewhat inconclusive and dated. In the
majority of cases, previous research focused on
state assessment data. While working with a
secondary data set such as state assessment data
has benefits, there are flaws to using a secondary
data set to study the impact that summer recess has
on mathematics learning retention. Two common
concerns include the fact that state assessment
questions and the participants change annually. By
using a pre-test/post-test comparison study, the
participants and the test remain constant...*

Consequently, if a study looks at results from one
year to the next using standardized assessments
with different, or even the same, participants, the
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limitations of such an approach need to be recognized.
Further, there is the question of how to interpret

such scores. For example, a good deal of literature
supports the notion that poor students have gains
proportionately the same as their wealthier
counterparts during the school year. They just start

at a different place. As Entwisel, Alexander and
Olson (2001) in their landmark John Hopkins study
of the Baltimore Schools pointed out:

This seasonal pattern is not obvious because most
schools give standardized tests once a year, and
spring-to-spring comparisons convey the distinct,
but wrong, impression that middle-class children
learn more over the entire year than poorer

children. Thus, it looks as though home resources
help year-round — and as though schools are
failing poor children. The seasonal scores,
however, show that home resources matter mainly
— or only — in summer.’

Following their lead, the issue then is not one of
growth. It is how to bring all students to the same
starting point, then how to sustain achievement
from one year to the next. Here is where the so-
called “summer slide” presents the greatest risk. To
counter that slide, Entwisel, Alexander and Olson
would argue that it is necessary to keep the learning
resource “faucet flowing”.

Keeping the Faucet Flowing:
/\\\ -~ Can a Balanced School Year
= Sustain Student Achievement?

Given all that has been said about the strong correlation between parents’ resources and
school performance, it is astonishing that resources of Baltimore parents—both financial
and psychological—did not predict how much children learned in winters when school

was open. — Entwisel, Alexander and Olson®

Proponents of a balanced, or year-long school
calendar, often cite the “faucet theory” to support
their claims that such an approach is needed to
improve or sustain student achievement. Here the
operant term is “sustain”, not improve, for believers
in the faucet theory would argue that both
disadvantaged and advantage students gain equally
during the school year. Inversely, by sustaining,
relative scores will show improvement.

The faucet theory emerged from the long-term
study of the Baltimore City Schools where
Entwisel, Alexander and Olson randomly selected

790 students from 20 inner city and middle class
schools to follow through their school years and
beyond. Counter to prevalent thinking about the
achievement of impoverished students, they found
“...the increasing gap in test scores between the two
groups of children over the first five years in
elementary school accrued entirely from the fact
that relatively affluent children continued to gain
when school was closed whereas poor children
stopped gaining or even lost ground.”’

As the researchers noted, “We think a ‘faucet
theory’ makes sense of these seasonal patterns.
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“That is, when school was in session, the resource
faucet was turned on for all children, and all gained
equally; when school was not in session, the school
resource faucet was turned off.”®

What should it look like if the faucet were left on?
The fact that less affluent children lose ground
when school is not in session is not necessarily an
argument supporting a balanced, or year-round
school calendar. As recently as 2016, in response to
a policy-maker’s information request, the Education
Commission of the States (ECS) stated, “research
on the effects of year-round education is sporadic
and limited, particularly in recent years, and the
results appear neutral or mixed.” Similarly, the
Congressional Research Service (CRS 2014) has
said, “the research on the extent to which year-
round schools affect student achievement has
generally been found to be inconclusive and
lacking in methodological rigor.”'* This is
reinforced through a meta-analysis by Cooper et al.
(2003) noting that effects were so marginal as to be
close to chance.!' However, the research cited by
ECS and CRS remains dated and generally from
2001 to 2010.

Is there anything more current? Much of the
research conducted in recent years has been at the
dissertation level. Hornack’s 2016 dissertation, for
instance, producing positive results in mathematics
has already been cited. Abakwue (2011) in a study
of Tennessee students found that those who
attended year-round calendar schools scored
significantly higher on their TCAP scores in
reading comprehension and fluency due to more
time allotted for reading remediation. Regular
education and minority students differed
significantly in math.'?

In another dissertation study, Huffman (2013)
looked at teacher perceptions on the impact of a
year-round calendar on student achievement,
student behavior and teacher efficacy. Huffman
found a strong positive correlation between
teacher perceptions of year-round school
calendars and improved student achievement
and positive student behavior."?

Mitchell-Hoefer (2013) looked at the state results
from the third through fifth grade in a traditional
versus year-round school in the southeastern
United States from 2005 to 2007. She found
minimal differences in English language arts but

a significant difference in math achievement
between the two schools in favor of the year-round
school in 2007."

Not all research has been at the dissertation level. In
2012, a Virginia Joint Legislative Committee
looking at state-wide test scores concluded:

The Standards of Learning (SOL) test scores for the
general student population at year-round schools
improved at similar rates to students at traditional
calendar schools between 2001 and 2009.
Consequently, it does not appear that a year-round
calendar is associated with higher test scores for all
students. However, analysis of SOL test scores at
year-round schools found that black, Hispanic,
limited English proficient, and economically
disadvantaged students improved at a faster rate
than their peers at traditional calendar schools.
Black students, in particular, were far more likely
to improve their English SOL scores at a faster rate
if they attended a year-round school. These student
subgroups also more often exceeded their predicted
2009 SOL test scores, and scored lower less often,
than the general student population. A likely
contributing factor to this improvement for certain
student groups is the additional instructional time
provided to year-round school students during
intersessions, as well as reduced summer learning
loss. Other educational best practices also likely
impact student performance in addition to a year-
round calendar.”

In response to these findings, the Virginia
Department of Education makes available planning
grants of up to $50,000 for schools looking to
convert to year-long calendars. Additionally,
implementing schools can receive up to $300,000
to $400,000."°

While not research in itself, groups influencing
public policy, such as Washington State’s
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Expanded Learning Opportunities Council, include
balanced calendars as viable strategies, despite the
paucity of research on test scores. As the council
notes in a recent report to the governor, state
superintendent and legislature:

Above and beyond test scores, balanced school year
calendars provide more consistent schedules for
students by reducing summer break, and providing
intersessions throughout the year. Intersessions can
be used as vacation or utilized as instructional
remediation and enrichment. This stability benefits
all students, and especially benefits low-income
students, students with special needs, and English
language learners.”

Finally, it should be noted that while the number of
balanced calendar schools in the United States has
fluctuated over the years, elsewhere such calendars
are the norm:

X

As is often the case in education (and other fields),
a study or two emerges that seems to dominate the
research landscape. Everybody starts citing these
same studies, giving them a kind of super-
legitimacy, and as a result, researchers move on to
other subjects. In the case of balanced, or year-
round school calendars and their impact on student
achievement, two such studies have had this kind
of impact.

The first was the meta-analysis by Cooper and
associates that found achievement effects to be
minimal at best, and the second was von Hippel’s
review of ECLS data that, in essence, supported the
same claim. These researchers quickly became the
experts in the field. Consequently, most research
after 2010 has come at the dissertation level. While

In Europe, the school year generally ends between
the end of May and the second half of July. Mid-
June is the time when the summer break begins in
most countries. The length of the summer holidays
varies significantly between countries. from 6
weeks in some German Ldnder, the Netherlands, in
the United Kingdom (England and Wales) and
Liechtenstein up to 13 weeks in Latvia, Italy and
Turkey. The summer holidays are usually shorter in
those countries where students have more frequent
and longer holidays during the school year."®

Interestingly, Germany, Great Britain, and the
Netherlands had scores exceeding the United States
in science, mathematics, and reading in the 2015
cross-national tests in the Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA)."

~ What Does the Research
= Really Tell Us?

this is not to discount the value of dissertation-
level research, it indicates that, unlike in the case
of von Hipple’s study, most have relatively small
sample sizes.

Yet, summer learning slide, or loss, is a very real
and highly supported phenomenon. Even Cooper
and associates (1996) in their original meta-analysis
found that achievement test scores declined over the
summer, with the greatest loss being in math.*

Why then do the “expert” studies seem to indicate
that the impact of balanced, or year-round,
calendars is minimal, and dissertation studies often
display significant impact? It may be that a
balanced school year calendar should be thought of
as an instructional tool. Meaning that in the hands
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of skilled educators, balanced calendars produce
results. Patall, Cooper, and Allen (2009), while
lamenting the shortage of rigorous research, arrived
at this conclusion when they said, “it would seem
that alongside other well-designed initiatives to
support student learning and development,
extending school time may be a powerful tool.”’
Further, dissertation-based studies are generally
field-based, meaning they are conducted by
practitioners who have the most immediate or
current views and sense of what really happens in
the classroom.

As with many educational strategies, the research
on balanced calendars in actuality is very sparse. As
the Education Commission of the States (ECS) said,
“Research on the effects of year-round education is
sporadic and limited, particularly in recent
years...”.”? For instance, operating on the premise
that a balanced calendar is a tool, how do skilled
teachers reconfigure their lesson plans? Do they
teach more in a balanced calendar format? Is there
more, or better, time to grasp key concepts and

practice math skills? Questions like these still need
to be answered. There is, however, a very old hint.
ASCD in citing McMillen (2001) notes:

The research also indicates that when year-round
schooling has resulted in higher academic
achievement, the schools in question are usually
doing more than just rearranging the school
calendar. These schools are also providing
remediation and enrichment for students during the
breaks so that students have opportunities to
relearn material, practice skills, catch up, or
experience nonacademic enrichment activities
continuously throughout the year.”’

It may be more than just programming over the
breaks that is accounting for results. The
instructional stance of teachers, schools, and
districts may be fundamentally transformed by a
balanced calendar approach. At the very least, the
adaptation of a balanced calendar indicates that
these districts are serious about reform.
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