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Common sense tells us that when it comes to learning, 
time matters. An individual simply cannot advance in any 
given area of  study without committing a certain amount 
of  time to grasping new content, practicing and honing 
skills, and then harnessing knowledge and skills to realize 
specific aims. Think of  the chess master who plays match 
after match to improve his game or the scientist who toils 
long hours in her laboratory to unlock the mysteries of  
an intricate phenomenon. For them, becoming more adept 
in their chosen field results, in no small part, from the 
time they invest.

The great irony is that our nation’s public school system 
has, by its rigid adherence to the conventional calendar 
of  180 six-and-a-half-hour days for roughly 100 years, es-
sentially disregarded the fundamental connection between 
time and learning. Consider that while the expectations 
for how schools prepare the next generation of  American 
workers and citizens have risen dramatically, education 
and policy leaders have usually not updated policies and 
practices around learning time to meet these mounting 
demands. The school calendar looks much the same as it 
did a century ago.

According to the 1994 National Education Commission 
on Time and Learning, to expect a much higher degree 
of  learning from today’s young people, without providing 
them additional time to assimilate content and develop 
skills constitutes no less than “self-deception... [that] 
asks the impossible of  our students.” The Commission 
report then concluded with a stark observation: “If  the 
United States is to grasp the larger education ambitions 
for which it is reaching, we must strike the shackles of  
time from our schools.”1 And that was 20 years ago; since 
then, the complexity of  the world and the base level of  
knowledge and skills needed to thrive in the 21st century 
have only grown. Having more time in school to meet 
these ever-intensifying demands would seem all the more 
pressing.

How can more time in school lead to more learning and, 
by extension, greater success in life? As this review will 
highlight, both research and practice indicate that add-
ing time to the 
school day and/
or year can have 
a meaningfully 
positive impact on 
student proficien-
cy and, indeed, 
upon a child’s 
entire educational 
experience. Such 
enhancement 
can be especially 
consequential for economically disadvantaged students, 
who tend to enter school trailing behind their more af-
fluent peers academically, continue to lag as they proceed 
through each grade, and have fewer opportunities outside 
of  school for learning. For these millions of  students, 
more time in school can be a path to equity.

The evidence makes clear that expanding school time 
holds this potential because, when planned and imple-
mented well, it confers three distinct, though interdepen-
dent, benefits to both students and teachers:

a.  More engaged time in academic classes, allowing 		
broader and deeper coverage of  curricula, as well 		
as more individualized learning support;

b.  More dedicated time for teacher collaboration and 
embedded professional development that enable educa-
tors to strengthen instruction and develop a shared com-
mitment to upholding high expectations; and

c.   More time devoted to enrichment classes and activi-
ties that expand students’ educational experiences and 
boost engagement in school. 
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In the following pages, we explore these three benefits, 
which emerge as a redesigned education, built upon a 
longer school day and year, opens up new learning and 
growth opportunities. Using a mix of  formal research 
inquiries and effective practices studies from the field, 
we consider evidence that demonstrates how time relates 
to each of  the three benefits. Along with explicating the 
value that more time in schools can bring, the research 
also makes clear that time is a resource which must be 
used well and in concert with a continuous focus on qual-
ity implementation to realize its full potential.

School Time in America
Before diving into the three facets of  having more time in 
school, it is helpful first to lay out some basic facts about 
the American school schedule and calendar.  Analysis of  
the federal Schools and Staffing Survey, the only nation-
ally representative data source available for identifying 
variations in time across schools, shows that the aver-
age school year of  179 days has remained unchanged 
over at least the decade, while the average school day has 
also changed little, standing at 6.8 hours for non-charter 
schools.  Perhaps even more important to understand is 
that schools in the lowest quartile do not average much 
less time than the highest. (That is, the gap between 
the 25th and 75th percentiles is just 4 days and 0.6 hours, 
respectively). This narrow range of  the length of  the 
school year and day suggests that time expectations are 
remarkably uniform. (Figure 1.1 and 1.2) 

A second fact indicated by the SASS data is that the pro-
portion of  schools that are breaking from the standard is 
growing. The trend in a longer school day is particularly 
apparent among charter schools, which have taken ad-
vantage of  their autonomy from contract constraints and 

state and district policy related to school time to operate 
with longer days.  As such, the average charter school day 
has grown markedly over the last decade, with particular 
growth in the upper quartile.2 (Figure 2)

Charter schools may be at the leading edge of  this move 
to increase school time, but they are not alone. In its lat-
est count of  schools with at least a seven-hour day and at 
least 30 more minutes than surrounding schools, NCTL 
found a total of  over 1,200 non-charter schools that met 
the criteria, representing about 60 percent of  the extend-
ed-time schools population.3
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The following sections will make clear why an increasing 
number of  educators have found it worth the challenge 
of  overcoming logistical and resource barriers to expand 
school time. Still, it is essential to keep in mind that even 
with the spread of  expanded-time schools, they still 
represent a small minority within the greater American 
school landscape.

Time and Student Achievement
The place to begin in exploring how expanded time plays 
a role in advancing student learning is to look first at the 
broader question of  what factors contribute to making 
schools effective or, put another way, what makes high-
performing schools work? The question resonates in an 
era when turning around chronically low-performing 
schools, especially those that serve large portions of  
high-poverty children, tops the national agenda. In recent 
years, a number of  scholars have begun to apply complex 
analytical tools to identify particular practices and policies 
that do, in fact, generate real and lasting improvements in 
student outcomes. Among these, the condition of  hav-
ing significantly greater time than the norm consistently 
emerges as one of  the key elements.  A few of  the more 
compelling research studies include:

♦	 A study from Harvard economist Roland Fryer ex-
amined charter schools of  New York City to identify 
those elements within schools that have the greatest 
impact on academic outcomes. Fryer determined that 
instructional time of  at least 300 more hours than 
the conventional district calendar is one of  the stron-
gest predictors of  higher achievement (along with 
high-dosage tutoring, consistent feedback to teach-
ers, use of  data, and high expectations). Meanwhile, 
traditional factors presumed to have a positive impact 
on student achievement like smaller class size and 
advanced teacher qualifications were found to have 
minimal effect.4

♦	 Using essentially the same data set, Stanford Uni-
versity economist Caroline Hoxby employed a mul-
tivariate analysis to identify how strongly specific 
school policies—from board composition to curricular 
choices to school structures—correlate with student 
outcomes. Hoxby and her colleagues found that total 
learning time was one of  the strongest predictors of  
student outcomes among the long list of  policies they 
had identified and analyzed. (Because most charter 
schools have a day longer than the district schools, 
Hoxby and colleagues used the indicator of  a longer 
school year as a proxy for significantly more learning 
time in order to differentiate among charters.)5

♦	 In a mixed-methods study designed to understand 
why middle school students in four Boston charter 
schools significantly outperformed students in district 
middle schools, the American Institute of  Research 
reported that one of  the major structural differences 

between the two types of  schools was their hours of  
operation. Students at these four Boston charters at-
tend school for substantially more hours per day and 
more days per year than their peers in district schools. 
(In fact, these charter school students attend for the 
equivalent of  an extra 62 traditional-schedule days 
per year.) The authors indicate that this resource of  
additional time enables the schools to build in many 
more opportunities for core instruction, academic sup-
port, and teacher development and collaboration.6 

♦	 Likewise, an evaluation of  the Promise Academy, the 
charter school run by the Harlem Children’s Zone, 
suggested that the expanded day and year are key to 
its strong outcomes.7

With expanded time identified as a key ingredient in 
successful schools, one group of  scholars took a look at 
15 empirical studies of  schools that had extended days 
and/or years to determine if  students performed better 
in schools once they had more time. This meta-analysis 
found that adding time was, more often than not, associ-
ated with improved schoolwide outcomes, noting stronger 
effects among schools serving primarily at-risk students.8 

The pivotal role of  time in these schools that produce 
high (or higher) student performance, most of  which 
serve large proportions of  disadvantaged students, aligns 
with two other major areas of  education research.

First, many researchers have suggested that more time in 
school (i.e., formal educational settings) can help to over-
come the negative 
effects of  poverty 
on learning, like 
poorer health, less 
stable home lives, 
and fewer out-of-
school learning 
opportunities. The 
clearest way to 
demonstrate the 
positive effects of  school on at-risk students is to examine 
what performance is like during the period when stu-
dents are consistently engaged in school (i.e., September 
through May) versus performance during those extended 
times when they are not (i.e., summer). A meta-analysis 
of  studies that looked at the impact of  the prolonged ab-
sence from school determined that the lowest-SES group 
declined in both reading and math.  (Higher SES groups 
also lost the equivalent of  one month of  learning in math, 
but gained proficiency in reading over the summer.)9 

More dramatically, a well-known study suggests that the 
widening achievement gap between low- and high-SES 
students might be traced back entirely to the long sum-
mer vacation. Examining a large cohort of  students over 
the course of  five years, the authors identified the gap 
in academic achievement between high- and low-SES 

Instructional time of  at 
least 300 more annual 
hours than the conven-
tional is one of  the stron-
gest predictors of  higher 
achievement.
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students widening over the summer months, and narrow-
ing during the school year.10 Considering similar findings 
from a much broader data set, one set of  scholars declared 
then that schools, given their record of  promoting learn-
ing growth among low-income students when they are 
actually there, can be “equalizers,” if  only poor students 
would spend more time in school.11

The second reason why it stands to reason that highly-
effective schools are those with considerably more time 
than the conventional is that, almost by definition, they 
provide more time in classrooms. And more time in class 
should then, assuming reasonably efficient instruction, 
translate into more raw learning time or, as it is known 
in the literature, “time on task.” A substantial body of  
research has long identified quantity of  time on task by 
itself  as a key determinant of  student performance on an 
individual level. 

The conceptual framework connecting time to learning 
first took root in 1963 when educational psychologist 
John Carroll articulated a “Model of  School Learning.” 
His framework unpacked the commonsensical connec-
tion between time and learning, demonstrating in sound 
educational terms how quantity of  time serves as the 
pivot point in what he called the “degree of  learning” that 
any individual achieves.12 Since then, many studies have 
confirmed Carroll’s theory and, specifically, have delved 
into the phenomenon that spending more time in produc-
tive learning environments does, indeed, typically lead to 
increases in proficiency. For example:

♦	 An analysis of  three years of  test data from Illinois 
schools validated that the more time individual stu-
dents spent in reading and math class, the higher their 
scores in those subjects.13

♦	 A team of  researchers found that the number of  min-
utes students spent reading each day during reading 
period held a causal relationship to reading achieve-
ment.14

♦	 In a series of  experiments, one scholar determined a 
direct correlation between time students spent study-
ing a passage and proficiency on a fact-based assess-
ment, finding that the more time students dedicated to 
studying the passage, the greater their performance in 
both the near- and longer-term.15

♦	 Research  based  on  a  large  dataset  of   classroom 
observations in California found that differences in 
the amount of  engaged learning time among students 
accounted for 9 percent of  differences in student out-
comes in elementary grades—a strong association in 
the field of  education.16

♦	 A later study, using similar methodology, discov-
ered that  after disaggregating student outcomes by 
performance cohorts (i.e., examining four different 
student groups arranged according to their scores), 

the amount of  time students spent engaged in learning 
was able to predict 36 percent of  test score variance 
among the lowest performers.17

Thus, schools with substantially more allotted time than 
average that, in turn, provide students with more time 
in academic classes than they would otherwise have are 
more likely to generate better student performance, espe-
cially among those who lag most.

A concrete illustration of  this dynamic comes through 
an interesting study conducted by the education research 
organization McREL. In it, researchers surveyed teach-
ers with many years experience to determine how many 
hours they would need to enable students to reach pro-
ficiency in learning standards for language arts, civics, 
mathematics, and science across four different grade 
spans. On average, the teachers estimated that teaching 
what students were expected to learn in these subjects 
would take, at grades 5, 8 and 12, considerably more time 
than the roughly 900 instructional hours that are avail-
able during a standard school year.18 (Table 1, p. 5) 

With the majority of  states across the country now 
implementing the Common Core State Standards (CCSS), 
the difference between the time needed to teach to stan-
dards and the time available will only grow because learn-
ing expectations are more rigorous and students will need 
to demonstrate higher degrees of  achievement in order to 
be deemed proficient.19

Consider that in Massachusetts, a state whose prior stan-
dards were generally considered to be of  nearly equiva-
lent rigor to those of  CCSS, only 38 percent of  teachers 
believe they had sufficient time to teach the curriculum.20 
By contrast, 85 percent of  teachers in Massachusetts Ex-
panded Learning Time (ELT) schools believe they have 
sufficient time with their students to reach learning goals. 
(ELT schools are part of  a statewide program to expand 
the school year by 300 hours, meaning each ELT school 
operates with an instructional day that is roughly 100 
minutes longer than that of  other district schools.) Mas-
sachusetts ELT teachers report the following advantages 
of  having more time to teach:

o	 Coverage of  more material and examining topics in 
greater depth;

o	 Completing, reinforcing, and extending lessons;

o	 Connecting concepts occurring in different classes;

o	 Setting context and repeating content, if  necessary;

o	 Answering students’ questions; and

o	 Discussing and reflecting on lessons.21

Activating  this  broader  array  of   teaching  strategies 
has a direct, positive impact on students. As one ELT 
teacher describes, “More learning time has significantly 
increased student engagement and allows students and 



5

staff  to establish more meaningful relationships that cre-
ate credibility in the classroom.”22

Digging Deeper on Time Use in Schools
The evidence is clear that, given the strong connection 
between time and learning, expanding learning time in 
schools can contribute significantly to better performance 
for individual students and for the student body as a 
whole, with particular impact among populations of  at-
risk students. 

Of  course, the research cited above also makes plain that 
more learning time is not the standalone factor of  ef-
fective schools, but a core component that lives within 
a multifaceted system to promote student learning and 
growth. As educators seek to harness the power of  more 
time, research indicates that they must focus on two inter-
related dimensions of  the organization and execution of  
the educational program to generate the intended effects 
of  more time on student learning. 

The first aspect relates to how schools structure the use 
of  time within the day and across the year. That is, the 
specific ways that teachers and students spend their time 
(e.g., duration of  particular classes, the balance between 
academics and enrichment, the amount of  time for teacher 
collaboration, etc.) matters as much as the total amount 
of  time available for learning. High-performing schools 
do not just have more time, then, but also employ an in-
tegrated series of  practices to maximize use of  that time. 
Practices include: continuously analyzing data measuring 
student learning and targeting instruction to individual 
student needs, managing classrooms tightly to “make 
every minute count,” and consistently holding students to 
high expectations for learning and behavior.

In its publication, Time Well Spent, NCTL describes how 
school time in more effective schools operates as a single 
gear embedded within the complex machinery of  edu-
cational resources that 
must turn together to 
achieve the promise of  
enhancing learning. 
(Figure 3, p. 6) Recall 
that in his research 
Roland Fryer described 
a similar dynamic of  
interconnected practices 
that blend to produce 
conditions that lead to 
higher student performance. Likewise, Katherine Merseth 
describes the process well in her book about five high-
performing charter schools:

The purposefulness with which these schools struc-
ture time illustrates their priority for academics and 
facilitates the pursuit of  their missions…. These 
practices, combined with deliberate structuring of  
people and nurturing culture, enable these charters to 
maximize time on task….

The opposite is also true, of  course. In less effective 
schools, time allotted for instruction is often wasted. 
Research from California indicates that schools that use 
time inefficiently—that is, those where a combination of  
factors act to erode allotted time for learning—tend to 
cluster in schools with large numbers of  high-poverty 
students. At these schools, interruptions to instruction, 
ranging from discipline problems to the lack of  capable 
substitute teachers, end up reducing real learning time.

The second (and related) issue concerns the hard-to- mea-

High-performing 
schools do not just 
have more time, but 
also employ an inte-
grated series of  prac-
tices to maximize use 
of  that time.
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sure, but still powerful, matter of  instructional quality. A 
large body of  research has demonstrated that quality of  
instruction is perhaps the most significant in-school factor 
contributing to student achievement. It is for this reason 
that the most extensive review of  the effects of  expanded 
time on student outcomes concluded that:  

…[t]he content and instructional strategies used in 
school are paramount to the success or failure of  ex-
tending school time. It is only common sense that if  
additional school time is not used for instructional ac-
tivities or if  additional instruction is poor in quality, 
it is unlikely to lead to achievement gains.… Going 
further, we would suggest that instructional prac-
tices can be viewed as mediators of  extended school 
time effects on students. That is, the effectiveness of  
instruction might determine whether extended school 
time has positive, negative, or no effects on student 
outcomes.27

The relationship between the quantity of  time and learn-
ing cannot, in other words, be considered in isolation; 
instead, time’s impact is governed by the user. Teach-
ers who are effective within a conventional schedule will 
likely advance student learning further with any time 
added precisely because they would be inclined to use that 
“extra time” well.28

A piece of  research that draws upon data from the Pro-
gramme for International Student Assessment (PISA)—a 
triennial test in reading, math, and science for 15-year 
olds administered in dozens of  countries—confirms 
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this interplay between time and instructional quality, 
as indicated by metrics related to classroom environ-
ment.  Because PISA asks students (as well as principals 
and teachers) to complete a survey that includes a range 
of  questions related to school and learning context, the 
researchers were able to identify and analyze associations 
among learning time, other components of  the learning 
environment like teacher professional development and 
instructional practices, and student performance together. 
They found that even as more instructional time generally 
translated to better outcomes, “the benefit of  additional 
instructional time appears to vary with the quality of  
the classroom environment.”  The authors derived the 
quality of  environment through a formula that accounted 
for survey responses on the level of  class disruptions and 
student and teacher behavior.  So, the higher the qual-
ity indicators (e.g., fewer disruptions, more student and 
teacher interactions, etc.), the greater the effect of  in-
creased time on student outcomes.29 

Teacher Learning and Collaboration
Because the impact of  time spent learning for students 
is mediated by the quality of  the instruction they receive 
during that time, more successful schools do not simply 
provide more classroom time, but also strive to make that 
classroom time as efficacious as possible. And the prime 
way to increase efficacy is by strengthening pedagogy. As 
the National Staff  Development Council (NSDC) states 
plainly, “Efforts to improve student achievement can suc-
ceed only by building the capacity of  teachers to improve 
their instructional practice….”30 The question that then 
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naturally emerges is how to build this capacity. Research 
demonstrates that, as with students, providing expanded 
opportunities for teacher learning plays a pivotal role.

The learning process for teachers entails two key com-
ponents. First, evidence indicates that advancing teacher 
aptitude is best achieved not by keeping teachers isolated 
from one another, but rather by structuring opportunities 
for teachers to convene, working on instructional im-
provements collaboratively. 

Why is teacher collaboration so essential? Optimally, 
these opportunities to work together will lead to the for-
mation of  what are known as “professional learning com-
munities,” or PLCs. An approach that has become  more 
widely pursued over the last decade, PLCs encourage 
teachers to develop a culture of  cooperation with a shared 
objective of  improving their instruction together. Several 
research studies confirm the value of  PLCs. For example:

♦	 One study showed that compared to traditional pro-
fessional development meetings, collaborative plan-
ning time (also known as “embedded learning oppor-
tunities”) led to much higher incidence of  reflective 
practice among teachers and, as the author explains, 
reflecting on practice is a first step towards strength-
ening instruction.31 

♦	 Researchers from the Center on Organizing and 
Restructuring Schools have found definitively that in 
schools with well-developed PLCs—as measured by 
teachers reporting high levels of  collective responsi-
bility for student learning—students performed bet-
ter in reading, math, science, and history. The authors 
of  the report stress that students tend to do better 
in class because they receive the consistent message 
from teachers that everyone should strive to do their 
best. This messaging to students comes about as the 
adults develop their own shared commitment to hold 
one another accountable for improved outcomes. The 
mutual professional obligation, in turn, emerges from, 
and is reinforced by, frequent interactions among and 
between teachers.32 

The second feature of  effective systems for teacher learn-
ing and, in turn, instructional improvement dovetails the 
first: committing time to collaborate. Richard DuFour, 
a leading expert on collaboration, summarizes the con-
nection: “For teachers to participate in such a powerful 
process, the school must ensure that everyone belongs to 
a team that focuses on student learning. Each team must 
have time to meet during the workday and throughout the school 
year.”33 

Indeed, there is considerable evidence to suggest that 
absent these opportunities to sit down together and 
discuss student learning  needs  and  their  own  abilities 
to  address  those  needs,  teachers  are  much  less  likely 
to form PLCs and, in turn, to have an impact on learning 

outcomes.  One set of  researchers from Minnesota  and  
Ohio, for example,  conducted  a  study  of   the teaching 
staffs in 24 schools to try to determine those elements 
that might affect the formation of  strong PLCs. These 
researchers found that, among the various school condi-
tions they identified, having a regular time for teachers 
to meet together was the most powerful factor—one that 
explained up to 70 percent of  the variation in the relative 
strength of  PLCs among schools.34

Incidentally, having sufficient time is not important just 
for the effective operation of  PLCs, but also for profes-
sional learning that revolves around the acquisition of  
particular skills and implementation of  specific curricula, 
a set of  work that typically takes place in a more formal 
or workshop model. The Institute of  Education Sci-
ences conducted a 
meta-analysis of  
over 1,300 studies 
which linked teach-
er professional 
learning practices 
to student achieve-
ment and found 
that programs 
delivering “a posi-
tive and significant 
effect” were those that averaged 49 annual hours in the 
professional development being evaluated. On average, 
these programs enabled teachers to help their students 
perform at a much higher level (compared to students in 
classrooms whose teachers did not participate in the pro-
fessional development). Meanwhile, those programs with 
fewer than 30 hours of  training for teachers had negli-
gible effect on student performance.35

Giving teachers time to collaborate and learn together 
to strengthen instruction seems obvious and, yet, often 
meets obstacles in American schools. The NSDC reports 
that teachers in the United States typically have three to 
five hours per week reserved for lesson planning, but that 
this time is seldom held in conjunction with colleagues.36 
Further, available data from the Organisation for Eco-
nomic Cooperation and Development indicates that the 
proportion of  time American teachers have outside of  
classrooms to prepare for instruction is much lower than 
the international average.37

The lack of  teacher collaboration time is evident from a 
number of  sources:  

♦	 A survey from the National Center for Literacy Edu-
cation found that teachers believe the most effective 
form of  professional learning is collaboration with 
colleagues—dedicated time when they can prepare for 
and reflect on lessons together. Yet, respondents re-
ported that they have little opportunity to do this kind 
of  collaborative work. Only 32 percent of  respon-

Evidence indicates that 
advancing teacher apti-
tude is best achieved by 
structuring opportunities 
for teachers to work on 
instructional improve-
ments collaboratively.
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dents have a chance to frequently co-create or reflect 
with colleagues about particular lessons; 21 percent 
are given time to examine student work jointly and 
consistently; and only 14 percent dependably receive 
feedback from colleagues.38 

♦	 According to data collected through a Scholastic 
teacher survey, educators have an average of  just 15 
minutes per day—about 75 minutes per week—for 
collaboration.39 

♦	 An analysis of  teacher contracts in a database of  many 
of  the largest school districts in the country reveals 
that only about 40 percent mention teacher collabora-
tion at all, and of  that number, a mere handful specify 
set times for this collaboration to take place.40

In schools with more time in the day, however, available 
evidence suggests that teachers meet more frequently. 
Among Massachusetts ELT schools, for example, princi-
pals reported that teachers spend an extra hour (or more) 
per week collaborating than they did when they operated 
with a day closer to the standard 6.5 hours.41 In the high-
performing schools studied in NCTL’s Time for Teach-
ers, the schools averaged almost two hours per week for 
scheduled collaboration, on top of  an hour for individual 
coaching, an hour for schoolwide trainings, and over nine 
hours for individual planning and informal collaboration.42

While the amount of  collaboration time needed each 
week to generate meaningful impact on student achieve-
ment is uncertain, one piece of  evidence suggests that 
the difference between what qualifies as sufficient time in 
collaboration and what might be inadequate is relatively 
modest in real terms— roughly one hour per week.  In 
the 2010 MetLife survey of  the American teacher, high-
collaboration schools were defined as those where teach-
ers meet an average of  3.4 hours per week, compared to 
low-collaboration schools, where teachers meet an aver-

age of  2.3 hours weekly. Still, survey responses indicate 
that this extra hour can have a marked effect on the pro-
clivity of  teachers to work together, with teachers much 
more likely to respond positively that they collaborate and 
to do so in productive ways.43 (Table 2) 

As much of  the nation’s teaching force transitions to inte-
grate the Common Core into classrooms, the need for col-
laboration has become even more pronounced. A survey 
of  teachers by Education Week found that 71 percent of  
respondents sought more collaborative planning time to 
work with their peers so that they could more effectively 
re-align instruction to the new standards.44

It is worth noting, too, that even as collaborative planning 
and review sessions stand as the hallmark of  effective 
professional learning, high-performing schools also put 
other related practices in place, as well. These include: 
teams of  teachers analyzing student performance data, 
coaching and support of  individual teachers, and peer 
observations. One principal describes the rationale for 
dedicating so much time to this multi-faceted program for 
building teacher capacity: “Our goal is to be a place where 
every teacher gets better at their craft every day.”45

A Well-Rounded Education
Without a doubt, the primary purpose of  school is to pre-
pare every student to read, write, calculate, and analyze. 
But most Americans also hold schools to a more far-
reaching mandate. Public surveys frequently show wide 
support for the notion that schools should, in addition to 
developing academic skills, furnish students with experi-
ences that nurture aptitude in critical thinking, problem 
solving, teamwork, and the like. They also value the inclu-
sion of  arts, music, and other enrichments within school.46  
Within the confines of  the standard American school 
schedule, however, the task of  satisfying several agendas 
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at once is tremendously challenging. 

As a result, the second facet of  schools’ mission—afford-
ing students a well-rounded education—tends to take 
a back seat, even though research indicates that these 
“secondary” educational opportunities can have enormous 
impact on student learning and growth.

This trend of  favoring academics over well-roundedness 
is patently obvious just by looking at how students are 
spending their time in school. In a 2008 study, the Cen-
ter on Education Policy found that elementary students 
spent, on average, 142 more minutes per week in English 
classes and 88 more minutes per week in math than in the 
days before the 2002 No Child Left Behind Act. 

In the zero-sum game of  school time, increases in some 
classes necessarily mean decreased time in others. For the 
schools surveyed, the classes that most often lost time 
include science and social studies (now meeting about 75 
fewer minutes per week), followed by art (a 57-minute 
loss), and physical education (40 minutes).47 (Figure 4)

Perhaps not surprisingly, the effect of  this narrowing usu-
ally hits low-income students harder than their more af-
fluent peers and does so in two ways. First, there are some 
indications that students in low-achieving schools—which 
are much more likely to be serving high-poverty popula-
tions—are shedding enrichments at a faster clip. A report 
from the Government Accountability Office found that 
teachers in schools designated as “needs improvement,” or 

that had higher percentages of  minority students, were 
more likely to report decreased time spent in the arts than 
teachers from schools that were not deemed in need of  
improvement. Simultaneously, these same teachers from 
“needs improvement” schools reported increased time 
spent in math and English classes or remediation ses-
sions.48 This decreasing time spent on arts in struggling 
schools might help explain why the New York City comp-
troller reported that arts teacher positions were much 
more likely to be cut from schools serving primarily poor 
students. While 20 percent of  schools citywide lacked an 
art teacher, nearly half  of  these schools are located in the 
poorest neighborhoods.49 

Second, poorer students are less likely to have access to 
enrichment learning during hours outside of  school, 
including the summer months. Data cited by Robert 
Putnam shows that the gap in spending on out-of-school 
enrichment has, over the last 30 years, remained essential-
ly flat for lower-income families, while spending has risen 
dramatically for upper-income families over the same pe-
riod. It seems, then, that as schools have scaled back their 
capacity to furnish an array of  enrichments, more affluent 
parents have sometimes overcome the loss by accessing 
private programs or better supporting their schools to 
supply these types of  activities.50 Fayette County, Ken-
tucky, for example, registers a stark divide in the amount 
of  activity fees that schools serving more affluent com-
munities have raised compared to schools with mostly 
poor students.  These additional funds support everything 
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from field trips to after-school athletic events, so less 
funds means fewer programs for students to develop non-
academic skills and interests. 51 Similarly, in San Francisco, 
overall cutbacks to schools have pushed more affluent 
parents to fundraise to offset the decline of  public dollars. 
Notes one observer, “The growing reliance on private 
dollars has widened inequities between the impoverished 
majority and the small number of  schools where affluent 
parents cluster.”52 

And this clustering points to perhaps the most far-
reaching effect of  the gap in personal financial capital on 
schooling and, by extension, the enrichment opportuni-
ties that are connected with those schools. Summing up 
the research, scholar Daniel Willingham explains that, 
“wealthier families often seek housing in what they believe 
to be superior school districts.”53 Thus, more affluent stu-
dents not only live near (or have ready access to) schools 
and other places that offer enrichment programming, they 
also have the financial wherewithal to participate in those 
activities. Poorer students tend to have much less access 
to these types of  opportunities, so the resulting phenom-
enon has become known as the “opportunity gap.” That 
an opportunity gap in overall enrichment available exists 
between students of  different socioeconomic background 
also puts more pressure on schools serving lower-income 
neighborhoods to narrow that disparity through in-school 
programming.

The case of  arts education offers some of  the strongest 
evidence of  both its potential impact and, at the same 
time, its declining place in the lives of  young people, es-
pecially poorer children. To begin, surveys conducted by 
the National Endowment for the Arts reveal that young 
people’s participation in some form of  arts education has 
declined markedly over the last three decades. The drop is 
steepest among people considered most at-risk (as mea-
sured by parental education).54 

This trend continues despite the fact that, separate and 
apart from research drawing correlations between arts 
participation and performance in school, many research-
ers suggest that the value of  the arts is broad and con-
sequential.55 A focus on arts education helps to promote 
underlying attributes associated with being well-prepared 
for life, such as creativity, persistence, and the ability to 
communicate and collaborate.56 Some examples:

♦	 A study of  more than 2,000 middle-school students 
by researchers at Columbia University, for example, 
found that students who had participated in at least 
three years of  in-school arts instruction scored sig-
nificantly higher on an instrument measuring creative 
thinking and that these students self- reported much 
higher rates of  positive attitudes towards school and 
learning than did their peers who had experienced 
less arts education.57

♦	 A smaller-scale evaluation of  a six-month program 

that involved youth in drama reported that these 
participants demonstrated less aggressive and vio-
lent tendencies, while also exhibiting more pro-social 
behaviors like cooperation and self  control.58

♦	 Scholars from Project Zero, an arts education re-
search group at the Harvard Graduate School of  
Education, have written about the development of  
“studio habits” within high-quality classes. These 
habits have the potential to bring together concepts 
in students’ minds that effort, revision and hard work 
can produce excellence.59

Arts educators (and artists, for that matter) also insist 
that participation in the arts is as much about their in-
trinsic value—stimulating a depth of  emotion that few 
other activities can—as it is about the transferrable skills 
that artistic endeavors promote.60 RAND researchers, for 
instance, describe the arts as a “communicative experi-
ence” with the ability to “stimulate curiosity, questioning, 
and the search for explanation,” even as they acknowledge 
that such effects are nearly impossible to measure.61 

A similar concept of  needing to look beyond narrow 
academic benefits relates also physical education classes, 
which have also lost weekly minutes in school, despite 
the fact that 
there are some 
concrete metrics 
through which 
to demonstrate 
their value.  For 
starters, a grow-
ing field of  re-
search suggests 
that greater 
participation in 
physical educa-
tion classes in 
school yield a number of  physiological benefits, including 
increased coordination, skeletal strength, and acceler-
ated metabolism, which, in turn, might help ameliorate 
the skyrocketing incidence of  childhood obesity.62  And 
the potential advantages of  more physical education op-
portunities do not stop with improvements to the body. 
Research on brain structure and function suggests that 
regular physical activity might also stimulate physiologi-
cal change to the brain that will, in turn, promote cogni-
tive growth. Eric Jensen explains in Teaching with the 
Brain in Mind that the cerebellum, which controls physical 
movement, also regulates neuron activity to and from the 
cerebral cortex.63 Many studies have revealed that invigo-
rating the cerebellum through physical exercise can then 
influence brain capacity to pay attention in class, engage 
in higher-order thinking, and hone memory, spatial per-
ception, and decision making.64

There are other facets of  the school experience that, 
though less structured, also can be vital to children’s 

The opportunity gap in en-
richment between students 
of  different socioeconomic 
backgrounds puts more 
pressure on schools serv-
ing lower-income neigh-
borhoods to narrow that 
disparity through in-school 
programming.
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growth and development. The classic field trip, which has 
declined in frequency over the last few years, is a prime 
example. An evaluation of  half-day school visits to a new 
art museum in Arkansas, for example, found that stu-
dents demonstrated significantly greater critical thinking 
skills—like observation and empathy—than a control 
group that had not attended. Poorer and more rural stu-
dents demonstrated particularly strong gains. 65  

The most common unstructured time during the school 
day is recess, a period that has been vulnerable to reduc-
tions as educators consider how to wedge more time for 
academic pursuits into the day.  This tendency to cut 
comes despite research that shows that recess can con-
tribute to the healthy development of  children across a 
number of  domains, including increasing physical activity, 
spurring brain development, lowering obesity, and en-
couraging social development through game playing and 
negotiating relationships through unstructured activi-
ties.66 One experiment suggests that recess can even affect 
the amount of  time that students focus on learning when 
they return to class. Comparing two fourth-grade classes, 
researchers observed student behavior in these classes on 
randomly chosen days when a recess period was given for 
20 minutes. On those days when students had recess, they 
were observed to fidget less and pay greater attention in 
class.67  

When it comes to these broader learning and growth 
opportunities, the fundamental question is whether 
schools have the flexibility and resources to provide them. 
As noted, in an era of  increasing demands in academic 
standards, but no corresponding increase in the resource 
of  time, the activities and classes associated with a well-
rounded education get squeezed out. Evidence suggests 
that schools with more time are less likely to face this 
harsh choice, however. NCTL’s Time Well Spent docu-
ments that in the 30 highly-effective schools profiled—
schools which averaged 1,467 hours per year—students 
have about an hour per day for enrichments. And these 
schools are no exception. According to data from the U.S. 
Department of  Education’s (USED’s) Schools and Staff-
ing Survey (SASS), schools with more time overall also 
provide their students with significantly more time in art, 
foreign language and physical education.68

Further, schools that have added substantially more time 
to the school day, like the ELT schools in Massachusetts 
or schools profiled in Time Well Spent, report integrating 
a much broader range of  learning opportunities than the 
more traditional enrichments of  physical education and 
art. In part through partnerships with community-based 
organizations and in part by drawing upon in-school 
resources, these schools offer their students the opportu-
nity to participate in apprenticeships; specialized science 
classes like robotics, astronomy, and meteorology; cook-
ing; performing arts like drama and dance; and alternative 
exercise like karate and yoga.68

School Time and the National Future
Americans have ambitious goals for the nation’s educa-
tional system. We want nothing less than to enable the 
next generation to compete successfully in the global 
economy and to live rich, fulfilling lives. Yet, many signs 
indicate that this aspiration is under serious threat. A 
startling study from the consulting firm McKinsey & 
Company revealed that failing to provide a first-rate 
education to all students and, by implication, allowing 
socioeconomic achievement gaps to  persist,  “imposes  on  
the  United States the economic equivalent of  a perma-
nent national recession.” 

But the report’s authors also found reason for hope. As 
they wrote, “the wide variation in performance among 
schools and school systems serving similar students  
suggests that the opportunity and output gaps related to 
today’s achievement gap can be substantially closed.”70 In 
other words, if  some schools can successfully educate at-
risk students, there’s no reason many more schools cannot 
do the same.

Certainly, myriad factors account for the ability of  schools 
to be effective in promoting learning and at closing 
achievement gaps, but, as this review has described, a pre-
ponderance of  evidence points to the powerful association 
between more time in school (both generally and spent in 
specific activities) and better outcomes for students, es-
pecially for those who otherwise lack productive learning 
outside school. From 
increased breadth and 
depth of  academic con-
tent, through greater 
exposure to the arts 
and other enrichments 
that deepen engage-
ment and broaden 
skills, to dedicated 
sessions for teachers to collaborate on improved instruc-
tion, a longer school day and year translate to expanded 
opportunities for learning and growth. 

While having more opportunities does not automatically 
guarantee higher proficiency and better-developed skills 
among students from all backgrounds, without expanding 
learning time, there seems to be a much smaller chance 
of  achieving such results. As Richard Barth, CEO and 
President of  the KIPP Foundation, has asserted: “When 
you look at the public schools that are fundamentally 
changing the trajectory of  students’ lives in high-poverty 
communities, the overwhelming majority offer expanded 
learning time in school.”71

If  some schools can 
successfully educate 
at-risk students, there’s 
no reason many more 
schools cannot do the 
same.
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