Chapter Four Education Extension


Time
In our fast-paced society, time is a precious commodity. With increasing pressure to teach more in less time, school time is an extremely valuable and limited classroom resource that must be used wisely.  Unfortunately, much school time is often wasted.
Time in Schools and Classrooms
School time is often divided into five distinct categories: mandated time, allocated time, instructional time, engaged time, and academic learning time. The total time available for all activities carried out in a school is established by the state. Typically, elementary and middle schools are in session approximately 7 hours a day for 180 to 190 days. This mandated time must be used for academic, as well as for nonacademic activities.

State-mandated time must be divided among the various content areas as well as non-academic activities such as lunch, announcements, recess, and transitions between classes. The time appropriated for each of these activities is often called allocated time.  For example, 45 minutes of each day may be used for lunch, and 50 minutes may be needed for changing classes. An important school goal is to expand the amount of allocated time available for learning.
Teachers must translate the available allocated time into instructional time. Despite their best efforts, however, not all students will stay on task or pay attention all the time. For example, some students may be daydreaming when they are lecturing, some may be goofing off, and others may simply be thinking about things they would rather be doing. As a result, educators refer to another area within instructional time called time on task.
Time on task, or engaged time, differs from mandated, allocated, and instructional times in that it is the actual time individual students engage in learning. In effect, students are actively (physically or mentally) participating in the learning process during time on task. This active participation may simply involve listening to teachers explain something, reading, writing, or solving problems. If students are not actually on task in the learning process, they do not learn; so another important goal of the instructional process is to increase the students’ time on task through routine classroom practices, student motivation, and the quality of instruction. Typically, time on task varies from lows of 50% in some classrooms to as high as 90% in others.
Time on task isn’t always productive. Indeed, students often engage in class activities at a superficial level, with little understanding or retention taking place. For example, they could be watching a film while actually concentrating very little on what is being shown. Thus, teachers must plan their instruction to make the time on task more productive. In other words, they must maximize academic learning time.  Ideally, students should be actively engaged in assigned tasks 80% of the time or higher.
Time Wasters
A lot of instructional time is lost in today’s classrooms. In fact, some educators contend that as many as 50 to 60 days are wasted each year. These are some of the most common time wasters:
1. Starting classes. Many teachers take 5 to 10 minutes per class to record attendance and make announcements. Systems should be devised for speeding up these housekeeping chores. The use of assigned seats or seating diagrams, for instance, will speed up this duty. Students should be given some meaningful seatwork (bellringer activity) to complete while the teacher is taking attendance.
2. Excessive use of films. Films are often shown that have little instructional value or are simply used as time fillers—especially on Fridays. Instructional tools, such as films and computer activities, should only be used for educational, not recreational reasons.
3. Discipline time. Disciplinary actions take time and often interrupt instruction. The use of nonverbal actions in curbing misbehavior allows a lesson to proceed without interruption. Establishing  a sequence of consequences reduces the number of “warnings.”
4. Early finishes. Much instructional time is lost when lessons are finished early. This tendency can be avoided by planning additional extension and enrichment activities to use if the lesson runs short.
5. Extracurricular activities. Students are often dismissed early for athletic events, plays and rehearsals, music and band activities, and other such activities. Schools should schedule special events on activity days or after school hours. Teachers need to have a systematic way to catch up students who miss for school-related events. For example, elementary teachers might place an envelope on the absent student’s desk to collect various assignments as they are distributed. Middle school teachers might have a buddy system whereby a friend collects the handouts and shares notes with a peer. They might also use a designated area of the room to post assignments so students who are absent can check that area when they return.
How can teachers tell when students are off task? This is not easy. They become “kid watchers.” Are students looking at the teacher during direct instruction, or do their eye movements suggest that they are engaged in other interests? Finally, do they ask or answer questions? Be sensitive to the signal indicators that indicate that students are engaged and on task.  Keeping students engaged and on task isn’t always easy.
POINTS TO PONDER
1. What is the amount of state-mandated and allocated times for a school district in your region?
2. Based upon this mini-reading and your personal experiences, what have been the biggest wasters of classroom time in your K-12 experience? 
3. Describe FIVE ways you can protect learning time and increase time on task in your future classroom.
