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ABSTRACT
A number of research studies have shown that the
factors important to academic achievement are time allocated to .
instruction, the amount of time students actively engage in learning,
and the degree of success they experience while learning. To put this
into practice, personnel with the Mid-continent Regional Educational
Laboratory (McREL) have pulled together findings from a variety of
tudies and developed a workshop series to present the findings to
ocal educators. The tepics covered depend on the requirements of the
schools involved. For example, one way to improve learning is to help
teachers develop effective stra.egies for operating their classrooms
during the first fdw days of school. The workshops begin by having -
teachers and administrators calculate the amount of time they devote
" to instructional activities during the typical school day, their
students’ engagement rates, and their success rates. Then they decide
wvhat areas to target for imprcvegent. The McREL workshop series
offers teachers and administratofs a resear-h-based foundation on
which to build a total school improvement effort. It provides tools
for assessing current practices as well as strategies for improﬁgrg
building and classroom management and student testing procedures:
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The
Teacher

Laboratory helps
educators break the bonds
that restrict their teaching
time.

Ma il
id};ry Sa%y)g;ezwr of Educational R&D
Repon.
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Everyone knows that student
achievement is directly related to the
amount of rime teachers devotc to
instruction, right? ,

But, as most teachers realize, raising
achievement isnt as simple as increas-
ing the amount,of time allocated 10 a
subject. ‘Recent research studies, in fact.
have ravealed a more complex rela-
tionship between, instructional time
and student learning. The most
noteworthy is the Béginning Teacher
Evaluation Study (BTES). described in
the Fall 1979 issue of Educational RE'D

Report.

The study showed that besides the
timeallocated to instruction, two other
factors are important to achievement:

—

the amount of time students actively

engape in learning, and the degree of

suecess they experience while learning.

To increase siudent achievement, the

study suggested, teachers must:

0 make good use of time allocated i0
instruction;

O increase the percentage of time that
students engage in learning; and

(T =,sure that students spend more
than half their time working on’
tasks that provide high success, .

Translating this “formula for success”
into practige, unfortunately. isn't easy.
But approximately 100 schools work-
ing with Mid-coxtinent Regional Edu-
calior}al Laboratory (McREL) are dem-
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onstrating that it can’be done.

Studies point way to success
~After the BTES results came out,
many educators in our laboratory’s
region asked us to help them translate
the findings into practical steps for
improving teaching and leaming,” says
C. Larry Hutchins, deputy director of
McREL. “We began this task by taking
a look at what research has (o say
about increasing Acadsmic Learning
Time.” ' i
Academic Learning Time, .or ALT, is
the term researchers at Far West Labo-
ratory coined 1o describe the amous

,of time students spend engaged in an-

academic task°that tt ey can perform

with a high degree of succesS. The

more time students spend actively en- -

gaged in such tasks, the more (h
learn. -
“We found that gnany research

studies on classroom conditions and
student leaning offer clues about how
to increase at least one component of
ALT” Hutchistg continues. “Inter-  ~
etingly enough, most of these studies
comc from the regional laboratories
and university-based r&d centers.”

Onc example is research conducted
by Carolyn Evortson and colleagues at
the RsD Center for Téacher Fducation
at the University of Texas. These.
rescarchers spent thousands of hours
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observing differences between effective

and ineffective teachers. A major find- o
ing was that teachers set the tone for

the entire year during the first days of

schgvl.

. “Teachers who immediately establish
and teach classrodm rules run classes -
in which more time is devoted 10 -4
instruction throughout the year.”
Hutchins notes. “Obviously, then, one
way to improve learning is to help
teachers develop effective strategies for
operating their classrooms during the
first few days of school.”

»

Aflcrscarchi;lg for similar clues on
how to increase ALT, Hutchins and his
colleagues pulled together findings .
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from a variéty.of such studies and
developed a workshop series in which
to present them to local éducators, -

Educators like it

How the workshops are put togelher
and just whichtopics are tovercd
though, depend on the requirements of
the schools involved. That’s one of the
features that appeals to local educators.

“What I appreciate most s that a lot
of good information is included, but
we can pick what we’re-ready for.” says
Jim Meszaros, principal of Meadow-
brook Elementary Schooi in Rapid City,
S.D. He and a team of teachers from
his school panicipé;gd in @ workshop
series that began early in 1981.

“The McREL staff assume that parti-
cipants are professionals with skills,” he
continues. “No one is saying ‘We’ve got
the answers and here’s what you have
to do.’ Instead, the attitude is "Here’s

* some information that you can apply
10 make your school better.”

“with this approach, we can pick
“and choose, and build on whal we've
already got.”

One area that MesZaros and his team

. targeted for improvement was the way
teachers manage their classes during’

" the first days of school. Prior 1o the
opening of the'school year, the team
arranged a day-long inservice for the
entire school staff based on the re-

«search they had learned about earlier
from M¢REL. The workshop incorpo-
rated specific Jirategies Tor teaching
dassroom eules to students and manag-
ing instruction and behavior durm;, the
first days of school.

Mesraros claims a dear suceess for
his staff.

“During the first three weeks of
school, every one of iny 28 staff !

U members commented on how

smoothly their classes weie going
compared 10 previnus years.” he
reports.
* He also notes lhal during this time
perivd unly one student was referrgdd 1o
the office because of a discipline prbb-y
lem. “Now that's unusuel in a school of
656 kids.” he adds. '

~We don't have statistical proof that
improving the way we've run classes
during these firs; weeks has resulted in
an immediate increase in‘our student’s
ALT” he continues. “But we believe it
, will Thcm:s simply more time for
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“Teachers, of course, play the pn-
~mary role in increasing students’ ALT.”

says Hutchins. “But research on school
mmprovement shows that central office
support and principal leadership are
also essential.” ¢

Principals are particularly important.
They are responsible for ensuring {hat
their team carries out the improvement
cffort for their building. This means
developing a way of sharing knowl-
edge gained at the workshop sessions
with the gest of the school staff.
Equally important, some improvement
strategies, such as ways to decreasc
student disruptions. must be initiated

» building-wide to be successful.

. "Dealigg with behavior problems’

* rubs teachers of valuable instructional
time and is responsible for low ALT in
many classrobms,” says Hutchins. "Yet
discipline is not just a dassroom con-
cern. Principals, and eveni parents,

.often become involvéd in the discipli-
nary process. To ensure that gnaccept-
able behavior is handled consistently
and effectively, it is critical to imple--
ment a school-wide policy. Everyone
should know what the rules are and
how they're enforced.” = ’

instruction. We're now a month into
the schiool year. And our judgment is
that we're three weeks ahead of where
we wereat this time last year.”

&
Schodls undertake improvements
The McREL workshops thus help
1¢- chers and administrators increase
A T. Before they can begin, though,
schogl s1aff members need to know
just where they now stand.

“We begin by giving panticipants a
means of looking at themselves and
their siudents.” explains Hutchins.
*Participants calculate the amount of
time they devaote to instructional ac-
tiviies during *he typical sthool day.
They learn how to observe one
another's classrooms 1o determine the
percentage of time students are en-
gaged in learming. And they analyze
student success rates on different types
of assignments for-each subject matter
area. . o

These wrilten assessments are ac-
tually modifications of some of the
questionnaires and observation proce-
dures developed: tested and refined by

- the BTES researchers. McREL staff
analyze the results and return the )
~scores” 10 individual teachers or for- Climate for learning key
mulate a composite score for the school Hutchins goes on to point ‘out that
as a whole. by disciplinc is just one aspect of a school’s

Once teachers and administrators climate that may affect ALT.
have a fix on the time they devote to “A recent study from England. proves
instruction. their students’ engagement that what school a student goes to and
rates and their success rates, they can what goes on at that school does
decide what areas to 1arget for im- matter” he says. The study is called
provement. The rest of the workshop 15 000 Hours because that’s approxi-
presents strategies in three areas — mately the amount of time a student
classroom management, building man-  spends in Britain’s schools.
agement and stud=nt testing — that? According to Hutchins, the study is
can contribute to increased AL.. important because it rejected the usual

Covering all these arezs might seem  measures of a school’s success. such as
like too big a job for a workshop. the amaunt of money $pent, the num-
Actually, though, the McREL workshop  ber of books in the library and the

.

«

series is really a school improvement -academic degrees the teachers hold.
process that typically involves four instead, the researchers looked at such
onc-day sessions spread over a period  factors as: ' =

of several months. Between each ses- O the amount of emphasis placed on
sion, partiapants carry out acadenyics;

::'r:’(:’,ﬁw"rk . assignirents in "he"" O the consistency with which com-

mon goals were shared by 1cachers
and communicated to students:

O teachers’” engagement in student
learning; .
appropriate use of rewards; and

the degree to which students partic-
ipated and shared responsibility.

The workshop series is generally
conducted for a school district or.group
of schools within a district. Each par-
ticipating $chool sends to the workshop
a team of the principal and twa: or
three teachers; a central office staff ]
member is also involved.
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“schools that did well ors all these
dimensions of schooling produced stu-
dents with much higher academic
achievement, fewer discipline problerhs
and better auendance.” says Hutchins.

Based on the study, McREL staff
have constructed an ~Academic Indi-
cators Survey” that helps educators
focus on those characteristics and con-
ditions that the study says have the
greatest impaa on student achieve-
ment. The survey s completed by all
the staff of schools that participate in
the McREL workshop series.

Efh of the 28 items in the survey
allows $Wff to rate the degree to which
a particular characteristic is true for
their school. Anit for each item alist of
“evidetce” provides a concrete basis for
making judgments. A sample charac--
teristic is “Disruptions of classroom

~instructional ime are minimized.” One
of five vieces of evidence is: “Noise -~
level  the hall are low.” Staff mem-
bers not only rate the gl?raacrisn'c. but
check the picces of evidénce they

sceinidér most important. Space is pro-
vided for adding other indicators.

“The survey results give schools a

* valid basis for deciding which areas to

tackle first,” says Hutchins. “If a high
percentage of staff says student disrup-
tions are a big problem. for instance,
well, that’s hard to ignore.”

Class management affects ALT
Although the McREL workshop series
amms at school-wide improvement, -~
many of the activities focus on the
classroom because that's where most
learning actually occurs.

“The way classrooms are organized
and managed.” says Hutchins, “deter- .
mines not only the amount of time
available for instruction but whether
kids successfully engage in learning.
Several research and development
projects offer strategics for streamlining
and improving classrocm organization,
and increasing student motivation.”

"A good example of the lauer.” he
continues, “is Student Team Learning,

> a program developed and tested by the

Cenier for Social Organization of
Schools at Johns Hopkins University.
This program encourages kids to tutor
one another. increases their involve-
ment in learning, and raises achieve -
ment levels.” .
Information about such’ strategies is
presented in the workshops. Topics

& ‘
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include ability grouping of students,
whole-class instruction vs. independent
+  work, mofivational techniques, reward
systemis, strategies for dealing. with
discipline problems. and thie relaghn-
ship between achievement and
teachers’ expectaons of students.

search conducted by McRELS staff
“hows, for instance. that students get
off task during independent learning
easier than during whgle'class
nstruction.

“But mdep?ndem learning shouldn
be abandoned just because it can result
in kids goofipg off.”
“tn fact, teachers can use independent
IMrning activities 1o meet individual
needs and improve the aimount of
success students expenence, provided
they help kids stay on task ”

Materials developed at Far West
Laboratory. he explams. spell out ways
1o help students of different ages re-
main on task whllc'wnrkln;., alone.
Suggestions include explaining to stu-
dents what independent learning
means; defining rules for working
aloné; clanfying what to be learned:
identifying and discussing problems
that might arise; setting up routines for
when students are finished with their
1asks: developing in students the ex-
pectaton of a delayed teacher-response
1o their work: and evaluating with
students their success at independent
Iearmng .

“1n other words, teachers need to
recognize that children must be taught
to work alone.” says Hutchins. “And
teachers must tréat independent learn-
ing as serious busmess If they do, their
students will, 100.”

-

*  Testing procedures questioned
Besides covering both building-level
and classroom management strategies
for increasing students’ ALT, the work-
shop lncorporalcs lnformallon on
testing.

“Schools are tradivonally judged
through students’ performance on tests
~— usually nationally normed. stan-
dardized tests,” says Hutchins. “But a
lot of evidence suggests that
standardized-test results are & poor

. indicator of school sucdess.”

_Hutchins explains that a recent
analysis by the Institute for Research
on Teaching at Michigan State Univer-

oy has shown that 30 to 40 percent of

ERIC,
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the items on Jeading tests are not
covered by major commercial
textbooks at gle same grade level. Yet
teachers are guided primarily by the
textbooks they use.

“If schools jntend to improve student
achievement by increasing ALT. they
need W take a second look at the way
students are evaluated,” he says. “lts
not possible to have a clear picture of a
school’s effectiveness unless tests cover
what's taught.” )

Of course. teachers and building-
tevel administrators generally find it

states Hutchins—— impossible 1o develop alternative

evaluation systems. Such changes
usually require district-wide action,
which can take several years.

“Instead of developing a new testing
procedure,” Hutchins notes, schnnl
Jaff must often make the best of what
they have and increase its validitv for
measuring, what they're teaching So
our workshop participapts learn how
10 assess the content of tests. how 1o
make sure that what theyte teaching <
conforms to what they‘re testing, and
how to improve lhcms'udems test-

\laklng skills.”

Junior high principal commen's
The McREL workshop series thus ofiers
teachers - and administrators a sohd,
research“based-foundation on_which to
build a total school improvement ek
font. It provides to0ls for assessing  «
current practices as well as strategics
for improving bpilding management,
classroom management and student
testing procedures.

Although this approach to improve-
ment is most applicable to elementary
schools, some secondary schools have

. participated as well.

“Not all the research knowledge
presented is applicable to all the subject
areas taught in juniur high,” says Vince
Henderson, principal of South Junior
High in Rapid City, S.D. “But it’s
extremely valuable for subjects like
English, social studies. reading and
math. K

*Some of our teachers have changed
their entire teaching format based on
what they’ve Icarned,” he continucs.
“And even those who haven't found
the research particularly applicable to
their subject — industrial arts teachers.,
for instance — have reported that
they've applied centain technigues 1o
their sititation.”

7

. discussions that might lead to a half-

Henderson comments on the McREL
improvement strategy. “Often such
wnrksh()ps offer a lot of theory. Nat so
 with McREL dtaff. They spell out good
pra(mal applications.”

According 1o Hutchins, these com- N
ments are consistent with what other
participants say. “E€aluations of the
workshops show that educators believe
theyire an effecrve approach to school
improvement. We hop 1o further
prove the process works through a
formal field test wisithe Mapleton
School District north of Denver,” he
adds. This year, McREL s1aff are con- -
dudting a research project with six
schools 1n the Mapleton area to deter-
mine how the workshop series affects
teacher behavior and student
achievement. ‘

A

You can participate

The Mapleton and Rapid City teams
are among more than 100 that will
have started or completed the wotk-
shop senes by the end of the 1981-82

-school year. The teams come from -

schools 1n the region served by McREL.

"Whh offices in Kansas City and Den-

ver, McREL is a regional laboratory
that works primarily with schools i: .
seven states:, Colorado, Kansas, . ¢
Missouri. Nebraska. North Dakota.
South Dakota and Wyoming. However.
MCcREL staff are willing to conduct the
schoul iImprovement workshops for
~chools m other states on a cost-
recovery basis.
Typically, this would first involve

day awarencss workshop for a group of
schools or an eniibe district. After the
awareness session, school and district

staff would decide whether or not 1o

prxceed. The workshop can he .
packaged t¢ meet different local
requirements.
Much'of the research covered in the
workshnp has been reported in the
Summer 1981 issue of Noeworthy. a
magdzine produced by McREL for dis-
tribution in its region. Single copies are
avaiiable for $3.
To order a copy of Noteworthy or to .
find out more about the workshop
series contact Hutchins, deputy di-
rector of the Mig-continent Regional
Educational Laboratory. 1800 Pontiac
Ave , Denver. CO 80220 303/399-
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