	Why Four Days a Week Makes Sense for Us

BY LEWIS DIGGS


The idea of creating a four-day school week in our district began as a casual conversation with Rep. Dennis Young of Texarkana, a member of our state legislature. He and I were chatting at an evening reception during the legislative session in January 1997.

He first raised the idea, saying he had heard about some schools in Louisiana that had tried it the year before. I had read about schools in the West operating on four days and thought there might be some interesting possibilities for a school with a four-day week. 

A couple of weeks later, Rep. Young presented a bill in the Arkansas House of Representatives that allowed schools to use a four-day week. The proposal sailed through both legislative chambers and became law in no time.

The Public's Input
In Saratoga, a district of 250 students in the southwestern corner of the state (not far from President Clinton’s hometown of Hope), administrators and staff began discussing the possibility of a four-day school week before the ink was dry on the governor’s signature. Faculty and students liked the sound of the idea so I floated it before the school board for discussion in March 1997. They asked me to assess community opinion by holding a public meeting with parents and mailing a survey to every household that had a student in our schools. The response was overwhelmingly positive, so we developed an implementation plan for the board’s adoption. 

The district’s administration and personnel policy committee began the planning process.

We selected Monday as our off day because we thought older students would find fewer opportunities for troublesome behavior on a school night. Friday, the other likely option, was ruled out because so many athletic events are scheduled at the end of the day.

The longer we worked on the four-day schedule, the better things began to fall into place. Some of the ideas we most wanted to try were: 

· Tutoring on Mondays for slower learners, including students with lower scores on the Stanford-9 exams; 

· Longer class periods (due to extended day) for more student-teacher contact; 

· College classes on campus on Mondays for 11th and 12th grade students; 

· A preschool program to give students an early start; and 

· Reading Recovery, DEAR (Drop Everything and Read) and other reading programs for the early grades. 

Intense Followup
We compiled our plan, including the survey results, for our board’s June meeting to give board members a month to consider the proposal. In July, board members voted unanimously to move to the four-day week, making Saratoga the first in Arkansas to adopt the new schedule. The reaction outside of our community was stunning. 

The following day the Arkansas Democrat, the Little Rock newspaper that’s distributed statewide, reported on its front page about our move to a four-day schedule. Other newspapers followed. We began to receive calls from TV and radio stations and other schools, some from as far away as Alaska. To respond, we put together a 14-page information packet. During most of the ensuring school year, we sent out four to five packets per week.

Our teachers were excited about doing something novel, and they were determined to make it work.

Positive Effects
At the end of our first year of using the four-day week, we resurveyed our teachers, students and parents. Seven of our district’s 34 staff members, 14 parents and two students wanted to revert to the traditional schedule. Everyone else wanted to stay the course. 

We also identified changes brought about by the new schedule: 

· Teacher absences fell more than 50 percent because staff now had a day each week to take care of personal business, and student absences dropped about 20 percent; 

· Discipline referrals declined; 

· Monday babysitting wasn’t as difficult to arrange as some had feared. And with the longer school day, most parents were home on Tuesdays through Fridays when children finished school, eliminating the need for after-school care; and 

· The public attention caused by the four-day week drew many visitors to campus, which had the effect of making everyone work harder to be at their best. 

Matters to Resolve
Admittedly, we have faced some challenges in using a school day that begins at 7:55 a.m. and concludes at 4:25 p.m. (compared to 8:10 a.m. and 3:15 p.m. under our traditional schedule): 

· Students get on and off the bus in the dark during winter months. We responded by running buses into more neighborhoods to keep small children from walking in the dark; 

· Athletic teams must leave early some days due to travel time to other sites; 

· Teachers had to change their instructional methods to keep student attention during longer class periods (which went from 52 minutes to 65 minutes);. 

· The Arkansas Department of Education had trouble tracking our student attendance and finances because its computers were not set up to deal with schools on a four-day week; 

· The length of disciplinary measures, such as suspensions, had to be pro-rated due to the fewer days per week; and 

· Teacher sick leave had to be pro-rated to match workdays. 

Experience Counts
Overall, we think the four-day week has been a huge success in Saratoga. After one year, students’ average scores on the Stanford-9 exams rose one percentile. We saved more than $40,000, largely in janitorial and transportation costs, and channeled those funds into new programs. Students and teachers seem to really like the schedule. 

We believe its success was mainly due to involving everyone in the decision making process. We took almost five months to study the idea and work on public opinion. One advantage here is that three of the five school board members have served for 20-plus years. The elementary and secondary principals have been here for 39 and 34 years, respectively. And I've been the superintendent in Saratoga for 10 years.

All these years of experience and the continuity of leadership add up to confidence from the public. They knew we would not make dramatic changes unless they would lead to improvements for our students.

Lewis Diggs is superintendent of the Saratoga Public Schools, P.O. Box 90, Saratoga, Ark. 71859. E-mail: diggsl@saratoga.swsc.k12.ar.us
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