Measure Would Allow Schools to Adopt 4-Day Week  
The St. Louis Dispatch, Feb. 9 
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. -- The Legislature might deliver a present to Missouri children this year: fewer days of school. A bill by Rep. Gayle Kingery, R-Poplar Bluff, would allow school boards to create a four-day week. Many states are entertaining the idea of a truncated school week. Supporters of the concept say it would save on costs associated with transportation, such as gas for buses, as well as heating and cooling on off days.

But while the idea is appealing to many rural Missouri school districts, some in the St. Louis area are hesitant. Among the worries is that the shortened schedule could leave parents scrambling to find child care. Under the bill, school days would extend to about eight hours. Students would get about 1,068 hours of instruction, which exceeds the state requirement. 

Rep. Maynard Wallace, the chairman of the House education committee, said this out-of-the-box thinking will be important in the coming years. "We've all been schooled in a six-hour day, thinking nothing else might work," said Wallace, R-Thornfield, in a committee hearing. "Let's open a door, see what might work."

Many St. Louis area school officials said the districts wouldn't consider moving to a full four-day-week calendar, but some said they would like the options the bill offers. Rockwood Superintendent Craig Larson said while the flexibility would be useful, his district probably wouldn't move to a permanent four-day week. But he said the district might be interested in scheduling teacher training days for a full day instead of half of a day. "Rockwood and many of the other suburban districts want to make sure we're focusing on student achievement," he said.

St. Louis Public Schools Superintendent Kelvin Adams said his district had not considered this option. But he said it probably wouldn't be useful because schools start and end at different times, and an eight- hour school day would make some schools end too late. Kingery said the calendar generally benefits spread-out rural districts more. For example, he said, the Poplar Bluff School District buses travel about 2,500 miles a day and get about four miles per gallon, so the 32 days they could be off the road would be significant savings for the district in gas alone. 

It would also lower vehicle maintenance and building heating and cooling costs.Kingery said 92 districts contacted him last year to express interest in the four-day week, although none have committed to the program.  Kingery said the biggest selling point is that the bill gives school boards the flexibility to choose the option that is best for them. As a safeguard, if a district falls behind in more than one category on its annual performance report, and can't recover within two years, it must move back to a five-day week until its performance recovers. 

Kingery said 23 other states have considered allowing school districts to move to a four-day week, and 17 have districts that have adopted he schedule. A study by the American Association of School Administrators, which interviewed 546 schools, showed that 15 percent are considering moving to a four-day week and 3 percent are actually doing so. James Kemp, superintendent of Webster County School District in Kentucky, has seen no drawbacks since his district moved to a four-day week in 2003. Then, Kemp said, his district was in the bottom third of districts in the state in terms of test scores. Now it is in the top third. "My teacher corps is better prepared, my buildings are cleaner, my average daily attendance went up, my student accountability improved and we saved money," he said.

While it was instituted as a cost-saving measure, he said no one would go back now because of all the other benefits. But, he cautioned, the four-day school week doesn't automatically grant those bonuses. He said their program is successful because the district reinvested the money saved into programs such as professional development and a full day for kindergartners instead of the half day funded by Kentucky.
Kemp said to alleviate a major concern, that of child care for young children, his district implemented a program that trained some high school students to be baby sitters, so parents of young children could potentially hire older children who were also off of school that day.

The Kentucky school district has about 2,200 students and encompasses an area of about 500 square miles, Kemp said. While Kingery has seen support for the bill, a four-day school week still has some drawbacks. Some question the educational impact of longer days and an extended weekend between school days. Others point out that low-income students who get free meals could miss breakfast and lunch for an extra day.

And perhaps the top concern for parents is the lack of availability of child care on off days."You shouldn't make educational decisions based on un-educational reasons like people's work schedules, but those things are important to families," said Peggy Placier, University of Missouri-Columbia professor of education and politics.

And while some anecdotal evidence suggests this format is good for test scores, there is no concrete data, making some leery about embracing a four-day school week. "I would hate to tack on an extra hour or two to a day when kids and teachers are tired anyway," said Carol Maher, a University of Missouri professor and a former superintendent. Placier agreed."I think you will also have some reactions from teachers that adding an hour to the day doesn't necessarily add an hour of high-quality learning," she said.
