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Message from President Piedad Robertson

Greetings, 

Governor Terry Sanford, the first President of ECS, offered this challenge to the 

Commission at our first annual meeting in 1965:

The Commission . . . must stir up trouble and make the body politic  

begin to itch. It must be unafraid. It must be responsive to all good ideas. 

It must take the problems, assemble the best people and seek the answers, 

whatever they might be.

In response to this challenge forty years later, ECS is proud to launch the first 

publication in a new series of ECS Education Reform Reprints by once again publishing 

and disseminating the 1994 Report of the National Commission on Time and Learning, 

Prisoners of Time.

The purpose of the ECS Education Reform Reprints is to confront, once again, edu-

cation policymakers and the body politic with out-of-print critiques of American education 

that are as relevant today as they were at the time of their original publication. In Governor 

Sanford’s words, to “stir up trouble and make the body politic begin to itch.” Again.

Prisoners of Time is a powerful example of this kind of critique. This publication 

resulted from 1991 federal legislation that created the National Education Commission on 

Time and Learning (PL 102-62), whose sponsors included Senators Jeff Bingaman, Edward 

M. Kennedy, Claiborne Pell, and Mark Hatfield and Representatives William D. Ford and 

Dale E. Kildee. Appendix A provides a detailed description of the Commission.

The issues addressed in Prisoners of Time are as salient today as they were over a 

decade ago. They deserve to be addressed in education policy arenas and studied further by 

educational researchers. It is to that end that we publish this reprint today.

We gratefully acknowledge the support of Washington Mutual who financed this 

2005 publication of Prisoners of Time.

Piedad F. Robertson        October 2005 

President
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T i m e  a n d  L e a r n i n g
A New INTRODUCTION 

MILTON GOLDBERG AND CHRISTOPHER T. CROSS, OCTOBER 2005

In the decade since the publication of Prisoners of Time, the report of the National 
Education Commission on Time and Learning, little has changed regarding time 
for formal schooling. The length of the school day and the school year are virtually 
the same today as they were throughout the 20th century. The profound changes 
Americans have experienced in technology, demographics and the economy have 
had minimal effect on the time students spend in school. This remains the case even 
as education leaders implement an education reform agenda focused on standards, 
assessments and accountability – an agenda that obviously calls for new ways to use 
time to achieve powerful learning.

In the original report, the commission argued that while standards must be held 
constant, time can vary. It would seem logical that as higher aspirations are held 
for all children, we would be willing to battle traditional structures and practices. 
Students’ lives have changed. They live in a digital world. They use the Internet, cell 
phones and other digital devices to access information and to accelerate communica-
tion. For them, time is a resource, not a barrier. We call not only for more learning 
time, but for all time to be used in new and better ways. 

Young people today face a future of employment in a global economy. The growing 
importance of knowledge-based work favors skills such as abstract reasoning, problem 
solving, communication and collaboration – skills learned both in and out of school. 

Families have changed as well. There are more women in the workforce than ever 
before and more families with both parents working. And many students live in house-
holds headed by a single parent. Flexible time is essential for all of these families.

A bright spot in the creative use of time is the development of “after-school” or 
“out-of- school” programs and activities. These programs, in addition to providing 
safe havens and healthy places for children, contribute to student achievement in 
unique ways. The many hours spent in after-school and out-of-school activities pro-
vide teaching and learning opportunities that often complement and enrich school-
day instruction. Many excellent and effective programs are in place in schools and 
districts throughout the country. There is much to learn from them that will expand 
and enhance the ways in which students are taught when they are in school. 

Recently, there has been a spate of reports on how U.S. students compare with 
students in other nations of the world with respect to mathematics and science 
knowledge. We know that American schoolchildren spend less of their school day 
receiving substantial academic instruction than students in most of the nations that 
outperform us in international comparisons.

It is not just math and science that suffer. In the constrained school day and year, 
many students lose out on the value of the arts and fail to receive adequate instruc-
tion in citizenship and civic participation. An educational program that offers the 
broadest curriculum is ultimately the most challenging and valuable. The important 
role of in- and out-of-school programs in providing such time for learning must 
be promoted. Best practices should be identified, shared and replicated or adapted 
where possible. 
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Compared to countries against which our students’ performance is often gauged, 
U.S. teachers have less time to plan, collaborate and perform research. Flexible time 
also would enable teachers to interact professionally, observe one another’s teach-
ing, and experience productive staff development. Calls for accountability must be 
accompanied by assurance that teachers’ work life includes sufficient time for per-
sonal and professional development. Abundant evidence demonstrates that focused 
professional development can result in improved student performance. 

This country still faces the reality of disenfranchised students. These students 
graduate from school without the skills and attitudes required in today’s workplace 
or for a successful experience in postsecondary education. They are not adequately 
prepared to become active civic participants. Their ultimate well-being depends 
on high expectations and a quality education with fewer time constraints and more 
seamless learning opportunities. As we note in the report, time must be unlocked 
and unfettered to achieve the successes we seek. Learning opportunities – in, after 
and out of school – must be available to all, and linkages among these domains con-
structed to assure maximum student development.

This revised edition of Prisoners of Time is designed to refocus attention on the 
critical issue of using time as a resource for teaching and learning. It contains the 
same text as the original report but also includes some up-to-date examples of the 
creative and productive ways in which schools can use time. 

We call on state and local education leaders to take on this agenda as an important 
opportunity to improve student learning across a broad range of skills – and thus the 
economic and civic strength of our country.
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L        
earning in America is a pris-
oner of time. For the past 
150 years, American public 
schools have  held time con-
stant and let learning vary. 

The rule, only rarely voiced, is simple: learn 
what you can in the time we make available. 
It should surprise no one that some bright, 
hard-working students do reasonably well. 
Everyone else—from the typical student to 
the dropout—runs into trouble. 

Time is learning’s warden. Our time-
bound mentality has fooled us all into 
believing that schools can educate all of the 
people all of the time in a school year of 180 
six-hour days. The consequence of our self-
deception has been to ask the impossible 
of our students. We expect them to learn as 
much as their counterparts abroad in only 
half the time. 

As Oliver Hazard Perry said in a famous 
dispatch from the War of 1812: “We have 
met the enemy and they are [h]ours.” 

If experience, research, and common 
sense teach nothing else, they confirm the 
truism that people learn at different rates, 
and in different ways with different subjects. 
But we have put the cart before the horse: 
our schools and the people involved with 
them—students, parents, teachers, adminis-
trators, and staff—are captives of clock and 
calendar. The boundaries of student growth 
are defined by schedules for bells, buses, 
and vacations instead of standards for stu-
dents and learning. 

CONTROL BY THE CLOCK
The degree to which today’s American 

school is controlled by the dynamics of 

clock and calendar is surprising, even to 
people who understand school operations: 

•   With few exceptions, schools open and 
close their doors at fixed times in the 
morning and early afternoon—a school in 
one district might open at 7:30 a.m. and 
close at 2:15 p.m.; in another, the school 
day might run from 8:00 in the morning 
until 3:00 in the afternoon. 

•   With few exceptions, the school year lasts 
nine months, beginning in late summer 
and ending in late spring. 

•   According to the National Center for 
Education Statistics, schools typically 
offer a six-period day, with about 5.6 
hours of classroom time a day.

•   No matter how complex or simple the 
school subject—literature, shop, physics, 
gym, or algebra—the schedule assigns 
each an impartial national average of 51 
minutes per class period, no matter how 
well or poorly students comprehend the 
material.

•   The norm for required school attendance, 
according to the Council of Chief State 
School Officers, is 180 days. Eleven states 
permit school terms of 175 days or less; 
only one state requires more than 180.

•   Secondary school graduation require-
ments are universally based on seat 
time—“Carnegie units,” a standard of 
measurement representing one credit for 
completion of a one-year course meeting 
daily. 

P r i s o n e r s  o f  T i m e

IF EXPERIENCE, 

RESEARCH, AND 

COMMON SENSE 

TEACH NOTHING 

ELSE, THEY CONFIRM 

THE TRUISM THAT 

PEOPLE LEARN AT 

DIFFERENT RATES, 

AND IN DIFFERENT 

WAYS WITH DIFFER-

ENT SUBJECTS.
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•   Staff salary increases are typically tied 
to time—to seniority and the number of 
hours of graduate work completed. 

•   Despite the obsession with time, little 
attention is paid to how it is used: in 42 
states examined by the Commission, only 
41 percent of secondary school time must 
be spent on core academic subjects.

The results are predictable. The school 
clock governs how families organize their 
lives, how administrators oversee their 
schools, and how teachers work their way 
through the curriculum. Above all, it governs 
how material is presented to students and the 
opportunity they have to comprehend and 
master it.

This state of affairs explains a universal 
phenomenon during the last quarter of the 
academic year: as time runs out on them, 
frustrated teachers face the task of cramming 
large portions of required material into a 
fraction of the time intended for it. As time 
runs out on the teacher, perceptive students 
are left to wonder about the integrity of an 
instructional system that behaves, year-in 
and year-out, as though the last chapters of 
their textbooks are not important.

A FOUNDATION OF SAND
Unyielding and relentless, the time avail-

able in a uniform six-hour day and a 180-
day year is the unacknowledged design flaw 
in American education. By relying on time 
as the metric for school organization and 
curriculum, we have built a learning enter-
prise on a foundation of sand, on five prem-
ises educators know to be false. 

The first is the assumption that students 
arrive at school ready to learn in the same 
way, on the same schedule, all in rhythm 
with each other. 

The second is the notion that academic 
time can be used for nonacademic purposes 
with no effect on learning. 

Next is the pretense that because yester-
day’s calendar was good enough for us, it 
should be good enough for our children—
despite major changes in the larger society. 

6
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Fourth is the myth that schools can be 
transformed without giving teachers the time 
they need to retool themselves and reorga-
nize their work. 

Finally, we find a new fiction: it is rea-
sonable to expect “world-class academic 
performance” from our students within the 
time-bound system that is already failing 
them. 

These five assumptions are a recipe for a 
kind of slow-motion social suicide. 

THE REALITIES OF THE 
GLOBAL ECONOMY

In our agrarian and industrial past, when 
most Americans worked on farms or in 
factories, society could live with the conse-
quences of time-bound education. Able stu-
dents usually could do well and accomplish 
a lot. Most others did enough to get by and 
enjoyed some modest academic success. 
Dropouts learned little but could still look 
forward to productive unskilled and even 
semi-skilled work. Society can no longer 
live with these results. 

The reality of today’s world is that the 
global economy provides few decent jobs for 
the poorly educated. Today, a new standard 
for an educated citizenry is required, a stan-
dard suited to the 21st century, not the 19th 
or the 20th. Americans must be as knowl-
edgeable, competent, and inventive as any 
people in the world. All of our citizens, not 
just a few, must be able to think for a living. 
Indeed, our students should do more than 
meet the standard; they should set it. The 
stakes are very high. Our people not only 
have to survive amidst today’s changes, they 
have to be able to create tomorrow’s. 

The approach of a new century offers the 
opportunity to create an education system 
geared to the demands of a new age and a 
different world. In the school of the future, 
learning—in the form of high, measurable 
standards of student performance—must 
become the fixed goal. Time must become 
an adjustable resource. 

LIMITED TIME FRUSTRATES  
ASPIRATIONS FOR REFORM

For the past decade, Americans have 
mounted a major effort to reform education, 

an effort that continues today, its energy 
undiminished. The reform movement has 
captured the serious attention of the White 
House, Congress, state capitals and local 
school boards. It has enjoyed vigorous sup-
port from teachers and administrators. It 
has been applauded by parents, the public, 
and the business community. It is one of the 
major issues on the nation’s domestic agen-
da and one of the American people’s most 
pressing concerns. 

Today, this reform movement is in the 
midst of impressive efforts to reach National 
Education Goals by defining higher stan-
dards for content and student achievement 
and framing new systems of accountability 
to ensure that schools educate and students 
learn. These activities are aimed at compre-
hensive education reform—improving every 
dimension of schooling so that students 
leave school equipped to earn a decent liv-
ing, enjoy the richness of life, and partici-
pate responsibly in local and national affairs. 

As encouraging as these ambitious goals 
are, this Commission is convinced that we 
cannot get there from here with the amount 
of time now available and the way we now 
use it. Limited time will frustrate our aspira-
tions. Misuse of time will undermine our 
best efforts. 

Opinion polls indicate that most 
Americans, and the vast majority of teach-
ers, support higher academic standards. 
Some, however, fear that rigorous standards 
might further disadvantage our most vulner-
able children. In our current time-bound 
system, this fear is well founded. Applied 
inflexibly, high standards could cause great 
mischief. 

But today’s practices—different standards 
for different students and promotion by age 
and grade according to the calendar—are 
a hoax, cruel deceptions of both students 
and society. Time, the missing element in 
the school reform debate, is also the over-
looked solution to the standards problem. 
Holding all students to the same high stan-
dards means that some students will need 
more time, just as some may require less. 
Standards are then not a barrier to success 
but a mark of accomplishment. Used wisely 
and well, time can be the academic equal-
izer. 



TIME: NOT A NEW ISSUE
The federal government, concerned about 

student achievement in the United States, 
directed this Commission to conduct a com-
prehensive examination of the broad rela-
tionship between time and learning. Time is 
not a new issue in the education debate, but 
an age-old concern. As our work progressed, 
we realized that a report published precisely 
a century ago is painfully relevant to our 
inquiry. 

In 1894, U. S. Commissioner of 
Education William T. Harris argued in his 
annual report that it was a great mistake 
to abandon the custom of keeping urban 
schools open nearly the entire year. He com-
plained of a “distinct loss this year, the aver-
age number of days of school having been 
reduced from 193.5 to 191,” and wrote: 

[T]he constant tendency [has been] 
toward a reduction of time. First, the 
Saturday morning session was discon-
tinued; then the summer vacations were 
lengthened; the morning sessions were 
shortened; the afternoon sessions were 
curtailed; new holidays were introduced; 
provisions were made for a single ses-
sion on stormy days, and for closing 
the schools to allow teachers...to attend 
teachers’ institutes... 
The boy of today must attend school 
11.1 years in order to receive as much 
instruction, quantitatively, as the boy of 
fifty years ago received in 8 years... It is 
scarcely necessary to look further than 
this for the explanation for the greater 
amount of work accomplished...in the 
German and French than in the American 
schools... 

Published over 100 years ago, that docu-
ment could have been issued last week. 

THE IMPERATIVE FOR AN 
AMERICAN TRANSFORMATION 

What lies before the American  
people—nothing short of reinventing  
the American school—will require unprec-
edented effort. This report concludes with 
several recommendations about time. The 
simple truth, however, is that none of them 
will make much difference unless there is a 

transformation in attitudes about education.
The transformation we seek requires a 

widespread conviction in our society that 
learning matters. Learning matters, not sim-
ply because it leads to better jobs or produc-
es national wealth, but because it enriches 
the human spirit and advances social health. 

The human ability to learn and grow is the 
cornerstone of a civil and humane society. 
Until our nation embraces the importance of 
education as an investment in our common 
future—the foundation of domestic tranquil-
ity and the cure for our growing anxiety 
about the civility of this society—nothing 
will really change. 

Certainly nothing will change as long as 
education remains a convenient whipping 
boy camouflaging larger failures of national 
will and shortcomings in public and private 
leadership. 

As a people, we are obsessed with inter-
national economic comparisons. We fail 
to acknowledge that a nation’s economic 
power often depends on the strength of its 
education system. Parents, grandparents, 
employers—even children—understand and 
believe in the power of learning. The stron-
gest message this Commission can send 
to the American people is that education 
must become a new national obsession, as 
powerful as sports and entertainment, if we 
are to avoid a spiral of economic and social 
decline. 

But if this transformation requires unprec-
edented national effort, it does not require 
unprecedented thinking about school opera-
tions. Common sense suffices: American 
students must have more time for learning. 
The six-hour, 180-day school year should 
be relegated to museums, an exhibit from 
our education past. Both learners and teach-
ers need more time—not to do more of the 
same, but to use all time in new, different, 
and better ways. The key to liberating learn-
ing lies in unlocking time. 

8
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is there a better way?

EXPANDING LEARNING TIME FOR STUDENTS                                                  
 – AND TEACHERS, TOO

STATE OF MASSACHUSETTS

Shortly after the National Time and Learning Commission 
issued its report in 1994, the state of Massachusetts formed its 
own commission, citing the need to address the crucial interde-
pendence of “campaigns for higher standards of learning, on 
the one hand, and sufficient time to achieve those standards, on 
the other. They stand or fall together.” 

Eleven years later, hard work on the part of legislative lead-
ers – and a coalition of state and local officials, labor unions 
and educators – has produced a bold initiative to expand learn-
ing time not only for students, but also for teachers.

In fall 2005, Massachusetts will begin awarding competitive 
grants to eligible school districts to design and implement 
strategies for increasing learning time by at least 30%. The addi-
tional time is to be used to increase instruction in core subjects, 
enrichment programs and activities, and teacher professional 
development. This initiative represents the first-in-the-nation 
statewide policy developed specifically to carry out recommen-
dations of the Time and Learning Commission.

School districts are aided by new research conducted by 
the nonprofit foundation Massachusetts 2020. Its analysis of 
public schools with longer days and years found that schools 
typically use the extra time to: extend classes in core academic 
subjects to up to 120 minutes per day, especially in language 
arts and math; build in one-on-one tutoring sessions; offer a 
broad array of enrichment activities (e.g., music, drama, sports 
and science projects); and embed professional development and 
planning into teachers’ daily schedules. As these schools demon-
strate, adding time to the school day can be a powerful tool for 
enhancing teaching and learning. 

(Additional information on the Massachusetts school-redesign initiative is 
available on the State Department of Education’s Web site at http://finance1.
doe.mass.edu/Grants/grants06/rfp/222B.html. Massachusetts 2020’s analysis, 
“Time for a Change,” will be released in November 2005 and available online 

at http://www.mass2020.org.)

9
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T
here is an urgency about the 
issue of time and learning that 
is felt by the public but not 
yet reflected in the responses 
of many education officials. 

On these issues, the American people may 
be ahead of their schools. 

Opinion polls reveal a revolution in public 
attitudes about time, schools, and the role 
of schools in the community. According to 
recent polls findings: 

•   After nearly 40 years of opposing a lon-
ger school year, 52 percent of Americans 
today favor students’ spending more time 
in school.

•   A plurality favors increasing the num-
ber of days in the year as opposed to the 
number of hours in the day (47 versus 33 
percent)

•   A large majority (62 percent) supports 
providing after-school care for the children 
of working parents.

•   Americans have reached a national con-
sensus on the importance of pre-school 
programs to help low-income and minority 
children get ready for school (85 percent 
support).

Public opinion experts also report that 
when Americans are asked to identify their 
worries about elementary and secondary 
education, their primary concern is the qual-
ity of education provided to their children. 
Harnessed then, in the public mind, are two 
powerful forces for reform: a belief that the 
paramount issue in American education is 

quality and a dawning consensus, just now 
being articulated, that school time, broadly 
conceived, is quality’s ally. 

The response of America’s education 
leaders to the imperative for school reform 
is impressive. Both Presidents Bush and 
Clinton were early advocates of adopting 
ambitious National Education Goals (see 
sidebar, next page).  These goals enjoy 
bipartisan support in the Congress and 
in state houses. The National Council on 
Education Standards and Testing called in 
1992 for the development of new learn-
ing standards for all students and voluntary 
national tests to reinforce them. The content 
standards movement sweeping American 
education promises to revolutionize learning. 

Based on its 24-month investigation, how-
ever, the Commission is convinced that five 
unresolved issues present insurmountable 
barriers to these efforts to improve learning. 
They define the dimensions of the time chal-
lenge facing American schools:

•   The fixed clock and calendar is a funda-
mental design flaw that must be changed. 

•   Academic time has been stolen to make 
room for a host of nonacademic activities. 

•   Today’s school schedule must be modified 
to respond to the great changes that have 
reshaped American life outside school. 

•   Educators do not have the time they need 
to do their job properly. 

•   Mastering world-class standards will 
require more time for almost all  
students.

D i m e n s i o n s  o f  t h e  T i m e  C h a l l e n g e

THE TRADITIONAL 

SCHOOL DAY, ORIGI-

NALLY INTENDED 

FOR CORE ACADEMIC 

LEARNING, MUST 

NOW FIT IN A WHOLE 

SET OF REQUIRE-

MENTS FOR WHAT HAS 

BEEN CALLED “THE 

NEW WORK OF THE 

SCHOOLS.”
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NATIONAL EDUCATION GOALS

In 1989, the nation’s governors adopted six National 
Education Goals, which were incorporated into “Goals 2000”: 
Educate America Act. The Goals 2000 legislation ultimately 
defined eight goals: 

By the year 2000: 

1.   School Readiness: All children in America will start school 
ready to learn. 

2.   School Completion: The high school graduation rate will 
increase to at least 90 percent. 

3.   Student Achievement and Citizenship: American students will 
leave grades four, eight, and twelve having demonstrated 
competency in challenging subject matter—including English, 
mathematics, science, foreign languages, civics and govern-
ment, economics, arts, history, and geography —[and leave 
school] prepared for responsible citizenship, further learn-
ing, and productive employment. 

4.   Teacher Education and Professional Development: The 
nation’s teaching force will have access to programs for the 
continued improvement of their professional skills and the 
opportunity to acquire the knowledge and skills needed to ... 
prepare ... students for the next century. 

5.   Mathematics and Science: U.S. students will be first in the 
world in science and mathematics achievement. 

6.   Adult Literacy and Lifelong Learning: Every adult American 
will be literate and will possess the knowledge and skills 
necessary to compete in a global economy and exercise the 
rights and responsibilities of citizenship. 

7.   Safe, Disciplined, and Alcohol- and Drug-Free Schools: Every 
school in America will be free of drugs, violence, and the 
unauthorized presence of firearms and alcohol and will 
offer a disciplined environment conducive to learning. 

8.   Parental Participation: Every school will promote partner-
ships that will increase parental involvement and participa-
tion in promoting the social, emotional, and academic growth 
of children.
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THE DESIGN FLAW
Decades of school improvement efforts 

have foundered on a fundamental design 
flaw, the assumption that learning can be 
doled out by the clock and defined by the 
calendar. Research confirms common sense. 
Some students take three to six times longer 
than others to learn the same thing. Yet stu-
dents are caught in a time trap—processed 
on an assembly line scheduled to the minute. 
Our usage of time virtually assures the fail-
ure of many students. 

Under today’s practices, high-ability stu-
dents are forced to spend more time than 
they need on a curriculum developed for 
students of moderate ability. Many become 
bored, unmotivated, and frustrated. They 
become prisoners of time. 

Struggling students are forced to move 
with the class and receive less time than they 
need to master the material. They are penal-
ized with poor grades. They are pushed on 
to the next task before they are ready. They 
fall further and further behind and begin liv-
ing with a powerful dynamic of school fail-
ure that is reinforced as long as they remain 
enrolled or until they drop out. They also 
become prisoners of time. 

What of “average” students? They 
get caught in the time trap as well. 
Conscientious teachers discover that the 
effort to motivate the most capable and help 
those in difficulty robs them of time for the 
rest of the class. Typical students are prison-
ers of time too. 

The paradox is that the more the school 
tries to be fair in allocating time, the more 
unfair the consequences. Providing equal 
time for students who need more time 
guarantees unequal results. If we genuinely 
intend to give every student an equal oppor-
tunity to reach high academic standards, 
we must understand that some students will 
require unequal amounts of time, i.e., they 
will need additional time. 

One response to the difficulty of juggling 
limited time to meet special needs has been 
the development of “pull-out programs,” in 
which students needing reinforcement or 

more advanced work are “pulled out” of the 
regular classroom for supplemental work. 
Attractive in theory, these programs, in 
practice, replace regular classroom time in 
the same subject. They add little additional 
time for learning. Students deserve an educa-
tion that matches their needs every hour of the 
school day, not just an hour or two a week. 
Pull-out programs are a poor part-time solution 
to a serious full-time problem. 

ACADEMIC TIME AND 
NONACADEMIC ACTIVITIES

The traditional school day, originally 
intended for core academic learning, must 
now fit in a whole set of requirements for 
what has been called “the new work of the 
schools”—education about personal safety, 
consumer affairs, AIDS, conservation and 
energy, family life, driver’s training—as well 
as traditional nonacademic activities, such 
as counseling, gym, study halls, homeroom, 
lunch and pep rallies. The school day, nomi-
nally six periods, is easily reduced at the 
secondary level to about three hours of time 
for core academic instruction. 

Most Americans believe these activities 
are worthwhile. But where do schools find 
the time? Within a constrained school day, 
it can only come from robbing Peter to pay 
Paul. 

Time lost to extracurricular activities is 
another universal complaint of educators. A 
1990 survey of Missouri principals indicated 
that student activities can deny students 
the equivalent of seven school days a year. 
According to these principals, the academic 
calendar falls victim to demands from ath-
letic, clubs, and other activities. Who is to 
say that these pastimes are not beneficial 
to many students? But how much academic 
time can be stolen from Peter to pay Paul? 

OUT-OF-SCHOOL INFLUENCES
Over the last generation, American life 

has changed profoundly. Many of our chil-
dren are in deep trouble.
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AFTER-SCHOOL PROGRAM  
CREDITED WITH HELPING TO RAISE STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT

JOHNSTON ELEMENTARY SCHOOL, BUNCOMBE COUNTY, NORTH CAROLINA

The student population of Johnston Elementary School in 

Buncombe County, North Carolina, is small (290 children), highly 

transient and ethnically diverse. Eighty-one percent of its stu-

dents qualify for free and reduced lunch. 

The Johnston “turnaround” began with an application to join 

the Young Scholars Program, a statewide after-school program 

funded by the Z. Smith Reynolds Foundation. The program is 

designed to “build the academic and personal capacity of promis-

ing youth through additional and enriched learning opportuni-

ties.” 

Among the notable features of Young Scholars: explicit commit-

ment, on the part of parents and students, to participate in the pro-

gram; small, multi-age groups of students who meet with teachers 

and staff members for homework support; and project-based learn-

ing that allows students to explore in depth a topic of their own 

choosing. Project-based learning has been so successful in the after-

school program it is now part of the regular school curriculum.

Thanks to the Young Scholars Program, students at Johnston 

have completed a wide range of arts projects and improved their 

end-of-grade test scores dramatically, and homework completion 

rates are up.

(Adapted with permission from Making the Most of After-School Time, 
National Association of Elementary School Principals, 2005.)

is there a better way?
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Family structure has changed dramati-
cally. Half of American children spend some 
portion of their childhood in a single-parent 
home, and family time with children has 
declined 40 percent since World War II. 

The workforce is different. Of the 53 mil-
lion women working in the United States in 
1991, 20.8 million had children under the 
age of 17, including nearly 9 million with 
children under age six.

Society is more diverse and rapidly 
becoming more so. By the year 2010, 
40 percent of all children in this country 
will be members of minority groups. The 
nation’s big city schools are already coping 
with a new generation of immigrant chil-
dren, largely non-English speaking, rivaling 
in size the great European immigrations of 
the 19th and early 20th centuries. 

Income inequality is growing. One 
fifth of all children, and nearly half of all 
African-American children, are born into 
poverty today. The United States leads 
advanced nations in poverty, single-parent 
families, and mortality rates for those under 
age 25. Poverty is not simply an urban phe-
nomenon. The number of rural children liv-
ing in poverty far exceeds the number living 
in cities. 

Technology threatens to widen the gap 
between the “haves” and the “have-nots.” 
The wealthiest 25-30 percent of American 
families have a computer at home today, 
leading to a new phenomenon, preschoolers 
who can use computers before they can read 
a book.

Anxiety about crime-ridden streets is a 
daily reality in many communities. Suicide 
and homicide are the leading cause of death 
for young men. For some students, the 
streets are a menace. For many, the fam-
ily that should be their haven is itself in 
trouble. Still others arrive at school hungry, 
unwashed, and frightened by the plagues of 
modern life—drug and alcohol abuse, teen-
age pregnancy, and AIDs. 
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ADDING SCHOOL 

REFORM TO THE LIST 

OF THINGS SCHOOLS 

MUST ACCOMPLISH, 

WITHOUT RECOGNIZING 

THAT TIME  IS A FINITE 

RESOURCE. IT SENDS A 

POWERFUL MESSAGE 

TO TEACHERS: DON’T 

TAKE THIS REFORM 

BUSINESS TOO SERI-

OUSLY. SQUEEZE IT IN 

ON YOUR OWN TIME.

MAKING SURE ALL KIDS GET OFF TO A GOOD START IN SCHOOL

HINOJOSA EARLY CHILDHOOD AND PRE-K CENTER, HOUSTON, TEXAS 

Hinojosa Early Childhood and Pre-K Center in Aldine, Texas, 

offers a full-day program serving more than 700 children who 

need a head start to succeed in kindergarten. Nearly 90% of the 

students qualify for free and reduced lunch, and 65% have lim-

ited proficiency in English or are bilingual. 

At Hinojosa, high expectations are combined with an integrated 

curriculum that helps all students develop oral language and 

emerging math skills. Learning is reinforced through various 

types of student groupings, motor and computer labs and other 

schoolwide activities. Says Charlotte Benson, the principal, “We 

use every instructional minute.” Teachers also have a common 

planning time every day after school.

A 30-day summer school also is available for students with lim-

ited English proficiency between pre-K and kindergarten. Nearly 

300 students a year participate in the summer program. 

Parents become partners in learning by taking classes on how 

to support their child’s learning. Folders of colors, shapes, 

sounds and numbers go home with parents over the summer so 

their children don’t lose their skills. 

is there a better way?

According to a 1992 study completed at 
Stanford University, veteran teachers are 
well aware that today’s students bring many 
more problems to school than children did 
a generation ago. Today’s students receive 
less support outside school and increasingly 
exhibit destructive behavior ranging from 
drug and alcohol abuse to gang membership 
and precocious sexual activity. According 
to a recent Harris poll, 51 percent of teach-
ers single out “children who are left on their 
own after school” as the primary explanation 
for students’ difficulties in class. The same 
poll reports that 12 percent of elementary 
school children (30 percent in middle school 
and nearly 40 percent in high school) care 
for themselves after the school day ends.

But the school itself is a prisoner of time. 

Despite the dedication of their staffs, schools 
are organized as though none of this has hap-
pened. It is clear that schools cannot be all 
things to all people—teachers cannot be par-
ents, police officers, physicians, and addiction 
or employment counselors. But neither can 
they ignore massive problems. It is time to 
face the obvious. In many communities, when 
children are not with their families, the next 
best place for them is the school. 

TIME AS A PROBLEM  
FOR EDUCATORS

The corollary to Murphy’s Law holds in 
schools just as it does in life—everything 
takes longer than you expect. School reform 
is no exception. While restructuring time, 
schools need time to restructure. Perversely, 
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PREPARING STUDENTS FOR SUCCESS BY EXTENDING  
THE SCHOOL DAY, WEEK AND YEAR 

KNOWLEDGE IS POWER PROGRAM

Knowledge Is Power Program (KIPP) is a public school charter 

program that helps underserved students in grades 5-8 develop 

the knowledge, skills and character needed to succeed in top-

quality high schools, postsecondary education and the work-

place. More than 95% of KIPP students are black or Hispanic. 

KIPP schools share a core set of operating principles known as 

Five Pillars: high expectations, choice and commitment, more time 

in school, principal power, and a focus on results. Students are in 

school longer than most public school students – from 7:30 a.m. 

until 5:00 p.m. on weekdays, for four hours on Saturdays and for 

a month during the summer. In spite of this schedule, average daily 

attendance at KIPP schools is 96%. 

KIPP schools begin from scratch with just one grade level 

– 5th – and added a grade each of the following three years. KIPP 

classes average 30 students, which makes it possible to pay teach-

ers 15-20% more for longer work hours.

Other features of the KIPP program include:

•  Students are assigned more than two hours of homework each 
night. Teachers are available by cell phone for those who need 
assistance. 

•  Students, parents and teachers sign an agreement confirming 
their commitment to excellence, to the school and to one anoth-
er. 

•  Rigorous college-preparatory instruction is balanced with 
extracurricular activities like martial arts, music, chess and 
sports. 

•  The school year culminates with academically oriented lessons 
and experiences such as visits to college campuses and field 
trips to national parks or historically significant regions. 

(Adapted from the knowledge is power web site, www.kipp.org)

is there a better way?
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according to a recent RAND study, the 
reallocation of time collides directly with 
forces of the status quo—entrenched school 
practices; rules and regulations; traditions 
of school decision-making; and collective 
bargaining. The greatest resistance of all is 
found in the conviction that the only valid 
use of teachers’ time is “in front of the 
class;” the assumption that reading, plan-
ning, collaboration with other teachers and 
professional development are somehow a 
waste of time. 

In light of this, the following findings are 
particularly troubling: 

   •   According to a RAND study, new teach-
ing strategies can require as much as 50 
hours of instruction, practice and coach-
ing before teachers become comfortable 
with them.

   •   A study of successful urban schools 
indicates they needed up to 50 days 
of external technical assistance for 
coaching and strengthening staff skills 
through professional development. 

   •   Resolution of the time issue “remains 
one of the most critical problems con-
fronting educators today,” according to 
the National Education Association. “For 
school employees involved in reform, 
time has become an implacable barrier.”

As a representative of the American 
Federation of Teachers said at a recent 
Teachers Forum on GOALS 2000 spon-
sored by the U.S. Department of Education, 
“We’ve got to turn around the notion that we 
have to do everything without being given 
the time to do it.”

Teachers, principals and administrators 
need time for reform. They need time to 
come up to speed as academic standards are 
overhauled, time to come to grips with new 
assessment systems, and time to make pro-
ductive and effective use of greater profes-
sional autonomy, one hallmark of reform in 

the 1990s. Adding school reform to the list 
of things schools must accomplish, without 
recognizing that time in the current calendar 
is a limited resource, trivializes the effort. 
It sends a powerful message to teachers: 
don’t take this reform business too seriously. 
Squeeze it in on your own time. 

EMERGING CONTENT AND 
ACHIEVEMENT STANDARDS

As 1994 dawned, calls for much more 
demanding subject matter standards began 
to bear fruit. Intended for all students, new 
content frameworks will extend across the 
school curriculum—English, science, his-
tory, geography, civics, the arts, foreign 
languages, and mathematics, among oth-
ers. Their purpose is to bring all American 
youngsters up to world-class performance 
standards. 

The American people and their educators 
need to be very clear about the standards 
movement. It is not time-free. At least three 
factors demand more time and better use of 
it. 

First, subjects traditionally squeezed out 
of the curriculum now seek their place in 
the sun. Additional hours and days will be 
required if new standards in the arts, geog-
raphy, and foreign languages are to be even 
partially attained. 

Second, most students will find the tra-
ditional core curriculum significantly more 
demanding. Materials and concepts formerly 
reserved for the few must now be provided 
to the many. More student learning time and 
more flexible schedules for seminars, labo-
ratories, team teaching, team learning, and 
homework will be essential. 

Finally, one point cannot be restated too 
forcefully: professional development needs 
will be broad and massive. Indispensable to 
educated students are learned teachers in the 
classroom. An enormous change is at hand 
for the nation’s 2.75 million teachers. To 
keep pace with changing content standards, 
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teachers will need ongoing coursework in 
their disciplines while they continue to teach 
their subjects.

The Commission’s hearings confirmed the 
time demands of the standards  
movement: 

•   Arts. “I am here to pound the table for 
15 percent of school time devoted to arts 
instruction,” declared Paul Lehman of the 
Consortium of National Arts Education 
Associations. 

•   English. “These standards will require a 
huge amount of time, for both students 
and teachers,” teacher Miles Myers of the 
National Council of Teachers of English 
told the Commission. 

•   Geography. “Implementing our standards 
will require more time. Geography is 
hardly taught at all in American schools 
today,” was the conclusion of Anthony De 
Souza of the National Geographic Society. 

•   Mathematics. “The standards I am 
describing are not the standards I received 
as a student or that I taught as a teacher,” 
said James Gates of the National Council 
of Teachers of Mathematics. 

•   Science. “There is a consensus view 
that new standards will require more 
time,” said David Florio of the National 
Academy of Sciences. 

STRIKING THE  
SHACKLES OF TIME

Given the many demands made of schools 
today, the wonder is not that they do so 
poorly, but that they accomplish so much. 
Our society has stuffed additional burdens 
into the time envelope of 180 six-hour days 
without regard to the consequences for 
learning. We agree with the Maine math-
ematics teacher who said, “The problem 
with our schools is not that they are not what 
they used to be, but that they are what they 
used to be.” In terms of time, our schools are 
unchanged despite a transformation in the 
world around them. 

Each of the five issues—the design flaw, 
lack of academic time, out of school influ-
ences, time for educators, and new content 
and achievement standards—revolves around 
minutes, hours, and days. If the United 
States is to grasp the larger education ambi-
tions for which it is reaching, we must strike 
the shackles of time from our schools.
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I
nternational comparisons of education 
are difficult. Cultural factors influence 
performance and school systems dif-
fer. Despite such problems, interna-
tional comparisons are not impossible 

and a great deal can be learned from exam-
ining schooling abroad. In fact, unflattering 
comparisons of the academic performance 
of American students with those from other 
lands spurred attempts at school improve-
ment in the United States throughout the 
1980s. 

From its review of other nations, the 
Commission draws several conclusions:

•   Students in other post-industrial democra-
cies receive twice as much instruction in 
core academic areas during high school.

•   Schools abroad protect academic time 
by distinguishing between the “academic 
day” and the “school day.” 

•   Many of our economic competitors sup-
plement formal education with significant 
out-of-school learning time. 

•   School performance abroad has conse-
quences and is closely related to oppor-
tunities for employment and further 
education. 

•   Teachers in other countries enjoy freedom 
and respect as professionals. 

In short, education abroad is built around 
high expectations. Schools hold themselves 
and the adults and students in them to high 
standards; in consequence they enjoy high 
levels of support from parents and the com-
munity. As the Commission observed first-

hand, schools overseas reflect a cultural 
passion for learning. 

TWICE AS MUCH 
CORE INSTRUCTION

Recent comparisons of the number of 
annual “instructional hours” in different 
countries indicate that Americans rank in 
the top half of the nine countries examined. 
By the standard of time as an instructional 
resource, American education measures up 
well.

This standard, however, provides false 
comfort. As the Commission saw in 
Germany and Japan, learning is serious 
business abroad. “Academic time” is rarely 
touched. Distinctions are made between the 
academic day (which the Germans call the 
half day) and the school day (in Germany, 
the full day). 

When asked about the school day, offi-
cials produce documents outlining a time 
frame similar to that in the typical American 
school. They feel no need to explain extra-
curricular activities within the school day, 
because these activities are not allowed to 
interfere with academic time. Academic 
time, by and large, is devoted to core aca-
demic study—native language and litera-
ture, mathematics, science, history, civics, 
geography, the arts, and second and third 
languages. 

The use of “instructional” time in the 
United States is markedly different. The 
Commission analyzed time requirements 
for core academic subjects in 41 states and 
the District of Columbia.1 The results are 
startling: on average, students can receive 
a high school diploma—often sufficient in 
itself for university entrance—if they devote 

L e s s o n s  f r o m  A b r o a d

AS 1994 DAWNED, 

CALLS FOR MUCH 

MORE DEMANDING 

SUBJECT MATTER 

STANDARDS BEGAN 

TO BEAR FRUIT.  THEIR 

PURPOSE IS TO BRING 

ALL AMERICAN YOUNG-

STERS UP TO WORLD-

CLASS PERFORMANCE 

STANDARDS. 

1 Nine states did not provide information.
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Two Sources: United States estimate developed 

from The Digest of Education Statistics (NCES, 

1992), State Education Indicators (Council of Chief 

State School Officers, 1990), and the Commission’s 

review of academic requirements in 41 states and 

the District of Columbia. The estimate for Japan 

was developed from Monbusho (1993 publication 

of the Japanese Ministry of Education, Science 

and Culture) and site visits to Japanese secondary 

schools, and confirmed by senior Japanese ministry 

officials at a meeting in Washington. The estimate 

for France was developed from a French publi-

cation, Organization of the French Educational 

System Leading to the French Baccalaureat, and 

confirmed by French officials. The German esti-

mate is actually the number of hours of required 

coursework for one state, Berlin.

 FIGURE 12
THE FINAL FOUR YEARS IN FOUR NATIONS:

Estimated Required Core Academic Time

JAPAN

U.S.

FRANCE

GERMANY

1460

3170

3260

3528

0 300020001000 4000

TOTAL HOURS REQUIRED



25

P R I S O N E R S  O F  T I M E

only 41 percent of their school time to core 
academic work.

It is conceivable that American students 
devote more time to demanding course-
work than states require. That hope, how-
ever, is misplaced: 1993 data from the U.S. 
Department of Education indicate that the 
course of study most students follow is very 
close to what states require.

Figure 1 compares requirements for 
core academic instruction in the final four 
years of secondary school in four countries: 
Germany, France, Japan, and the United 
States. It displays minimum time require-
ments at the secondary level in core academ-
ic subjects, based on our observations abroad 
and official state and national publications. 
In their final four years of secondary school, 
according to our estimates, French, German, 
and Japanese students receive more than 
twice as much core academic instruction as 
American students. Although these estimates 
are approximations, we are convinced they 
reflect the magnitude of the academic time 
trap in which American schools are caught. 

Figure 1 speaks for itself. No matter how 
the assumptions underlying the figure are 
modified, the result is always the same—
students abroad are required to work on 
demanding subject matter at least twice as 
long. In practical terms, this means that most 
foreign students are studying language, lit-
erature, science and two or more languages, 
while many of our young people spend their 
time in study halls, pep rallies, driver educa-
tion, and assemblies. 

Even the most committed advocate of the 
status quo will concede that American stu-
dents cannot learn as much as their foreign 
peers in half the time. By this standard, our 
education system still has a long way to go. 

One need look no further than Figure 
1 to understand why European and Asian 
visitors to the United States commonly 
understand English while their children 
outperform American students on tests of 
student achievement. Americans abroad, by 
contrast, assume they will deal with people 
who speak English. Our high school students 

have trouble reading, writing, and solving 
simple mathematics problems. 

The emphasis on core academic instruc-
tion abroad does not mean that other activi-
ties are ignored. Up to 50 percent of German 
students, even in farming areas, remain at 
the school after the academic day to partici-
pate in clubs, sports, and additional classes 
of one kind or another. In Japan, students 
clean their school when the academic day 
ends and then enter activity periods.

OUT-OF-SCHOOL LEARNING
The formidable learning advantage 

Japanese and German schools provide to 
their students is complemented by equally 
impressive out-of-school learning. Large 
numbers of Japanese students (two-thirds of 
all students in Tokyo; nationally about 15 
percent of all students in grade four rising 
to nearly 50 percent by grade nine) attend 
jukus—private, tutorial services that enrich 
instruction, provide remedial help and pre-
pare students for university examinations.

A Japanese research institute official told 
the Commission that elementary school 
teachers teach to the “middle of the class.” 
Gifted students who might get bored or stu-
dents who need extra assistance are expected 
to turn to the juku for help. 

Jukus are a big business in Japan. 
Spending on the estimated 35,000 jukus 
reaches about 800 billion yen annually 
(over $7 billion) costing the average family, 
according to Japanese officials, about $2,500 
per year, per child.

In Japan, schools and the larger society 
generally ignore “ability” or “aptitude” as 
factors in school success. The Japanese are 
convinced that hard work can help every 
student meet high standards. Diligence, 
application, and enterprise are the keys—if a 
student is not “getting it,” more time, usually 
self-directed time, is the answer. 

Jukus do not exist in Germany. But if 
German students are similar to their peers 
throughout Europe, 50 percent of them 
spend two or more hours on daily home-



work, and only 7 or 8 percent watch televi-
sion for five or more hours a day. In the 
United States, only 29 percent of students 
report doing as much homework and three 
times as many watch television daily for five 
or more hours. 

In sum, compared to American students, 
German and Japanese youth are exposed in 
high school to much more demanding aca-
demic subjects, for many more hours. They 
spend more serious time learning outside the 
school. And they fritter away less time in 
front of the television. 

PERFORMANCE CARRIES 
CONSEQUENCES

Another distinction that can be drawn 
between American education and school-
ing abroad is in consequences for school 
performance. In Germany and Japan, learn-
ing matters. Performance, not seat time, is 
what counts. Students understand that what 
they learn in school will make a real differ-
ence to their chances in life. In the United 
States, paper credentials count. Apart from 
the small percentage of students interested 
in highly selective colleges and universities, 
most students understand that possession 
of even a mediocre high school diploma is 
enough to get them into some kind of col-
lege or job. 

Students in German vocational schools 
know that what they learn in class is closely 
related to what they will do on the job, 
because their apprenticeship experience (an 
alternating routine of learning in class and 
learning on the job) demonstrates the rela-
tionship every day. German students inter-
ested in pursuing a university career also 
understand that they will have to pass the 
Abitur, a demanding examination covering 
secondary school preparation. 

Examination pressure is even more severe 
in Japan. Since attendance in upper second-
ary schools (grades 10-12) is not compulsory 
in Japan, young people take examinations 
even to enter public high schools. Although 
90 percent of Japanese young people com-
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plete high school, the particular high school 
attended is critical to the chances for univer-
sity admission. Moreover, Japanese students 
also must sit for intense, pressure-filled, 
competitive examinations for admission to 
the best universities. 

PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE
Teachers are held to much higher stan-

dards in both Germany and Japan. In 
Germany, teachers are expected to be more 
knowledgeable in their subjects than are 
teachers in the United States. Teacher prepa-
ration, consequently, takes up to six years 
(compared to four in the United States). In 
Japan, aspiring teachers are required to pass 
a rigorous examination prior to certification. 
The organization of school time in both soci-
eties encourages continued development of 
teachers, who are given the time they need 
to grow and cooperate as professionals. 

Japanese teachers generally deal with 
more students in each classroom, but teach 
fewer classes; the typical class has between 
35 and 40 students, compared to an aver-
age of 23 in the United States. However, 
Japanese teachers are typically in “front of 
the class” for only four hours a day. Time 
spent outside the classroom is not considered 
wasted, but an essential aspect of professional 
work. The same phenomenon can be seen in 
Germany—teachers are in front of a class for 
21 to 24 hours a week, but their work week is 
38 hours long. Non-classroom time is spent 
on preparation, grading, in-service education, 
and consulting with colleagues. 

In both countries, the Commission sensed 
considerably greater encouragement of 
teacher professionalism than is apparent in 
the United States. In Germany, for example, 
teachers select the texts they will use to meet 
Länder (state) standards; in 15 of the 16 
states, teachers design and administer their 
own tests for the Abitur; and teachers vali-
date colleagues’ testing by sharing exami-
nations with each other and discussing test 
questions.

NOT JUST A MATTER OF TIME
It is clear from these observations that 

the issue of improving student performance 
is not simply a matter of time. Time is 
clearly critical. In the context of a global 
market for educated people, the fact that 
youth abroad receive the equivalent of sev-
eral additional years of schooling cannot be 
ignored. But other factors are equally impor-
tant. Elsewhere, core academic instruction 
is emphasized. Academic time is protected. 
Expectations for out-of-school learning are 
high. Teachers are held to high standards and 
treated as professionals. 

All of these are critical factors in the suc-
cess of schooling abroad. And all of them 
are feasible, because foreign schools under-
stand that effective learning depends on free-
ing schools, teachers, and students from the 
bonds of time.
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A s various panaceas have 
been advanced in the last 
decade to solve the prob-
lems of learning in America, 
education reform has moved 

in fits and starts. Indeed, as different helms-
men have seized the wheel, the ship of edu-
cation reform has gone round in circles. If 
we have learned anything from these efforts, 
it is that no single solution exists for the 
problems of American schools. 

Reform can only succeed if it is broad and 
comprehensive, attacking many problems 
simultaneously. In that effort, high standards 
and time are more than simply additional 

oars in the water. With standards as our com-
pass, time can be the rudder of reform. 

In our judgment, educators have created a 
false dilemma in debating whether additional 
instructional time can be found within the 
confines of the current day and calendar, or 
needs to be sought by extending both. False 
dilemmas produce bad choices. To meet new 
demands, the United States needs both—the 
best use of available time and more time.

EIGHT RECOMMENDATIONS
We offer eight recommendations to put 

time at the top of the nation’s reform agenda: 

R e c o m m e n d a t i o n s

VETERAN TEACHERS 

ARE WELL AWARE THAT 

TODAY’S STUDENTS 

BRING MANY MORE 

PROBLEMS TO SCHOOL 

THAN CHILDREN DID A 

GENERATION AGO.

 I. REINVENT SCHOOLS AROUND LEARNING, NOT TIME. 

 II. FIX THE DESIGN FLAW: USE TIME IN NEW AND BETTER WAYS. 

 III. ESTABLISH AN ACADEMIC DAY. 

 IV.  KEEP SCHOOLS OPEN LONGER TO MEET THE NEEDS OF 
CHILDREN AND COMMUNITIES.

 V. GIVE TEACHERS THE TIME THEY NEED. 

 VI. INVEST IN TECHNOLOGY. 

 VII. DEVELOP LOCAL ACTION PLANS TO TRANSFORM SCHOOLS. 

 VIII.  SHARE THE RESPONSIBILITY: FINGER POINTING AND 
EVASION MUST END. 

A



I

REINVENT SCHOOLS AROUND  
LEARNING, NOT TIME 

WE RECOMMEND A COMMITMENT TO 

BRING EVERY CHILD IN THE UNITED 

STATES TO WORLD-CLASS STANDARDS 

IN CORE ACADEMIC AREAS. 

By far the most important part of this 
Commission’s charge relates not to time but to 
student learning. The first issue is not “How 
much time is enough?” but “What are we try-
ing to accomplish?” As witnesses repeatedly 
told the Commission, there is no point to 
adding more time to today’s schools if it is 
used in the same way. We must use time in 
new, different, and better ways. 

The Commission is convinced the follow-
ing areas represent the common core all stu-
dents should master: English and language 
arts, mathematics, science, civics, history, 
geography, the arts, and foreign languages. 
This core defines a set of expectations stu-
dents abroad are routinely expected to meet. 
American students can meet them as well. 

Regular assessments at different stages of 
students’ lives should require every student 
to demonstrate a firm grasp of demand-
ing material in each of these areas, a grasp 
extending far beyond the trivial demands 
of most multiple-choice tests. They should 
assess not only the mastery of essential 
facts, but also the student’s ability to write, 
reason, and analyze.
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The conviction that learning goals should be 
fixed and time a flexible resource opens up pro-
found opportunities for change. 

At a minimum, fixing the design flaw 
means recognizing that very young chil-
dren enter school at very different levels of 
readiness. Some enter kindergarten already 
reading. Others readily manage computer 
programs appropriate to their age and skill 
levels. But some cannot recognize letters 
from the alphabet or identify numbers or 
pictures. Sadly, too many are already abused 
and neglected. School readiness is the basic 
foundation on which the rest of the school 
program is built. 

Fixing the design flaw also makes possible 
radical change in the teaching and learning 
process. New uses of time should ensure that 
schools rely much less on the 51-minute peri-
od, after which teachers and students drop 
everything to rush off to the next class. Block 
scheduling—the use of two or more periods 
for extended exploration of complex topics 
or for science laboratories—should become 
more common. Providing a more flexible 
school day could also permit American 
schools to follow international practice—
between classes students remain in the room 
and teachers come to them. 

A more flexible time schedule is likely to 
encourage greater use of team teaching, in 
which groups of teachers, often from differ-
ent disciplines, work together with students. 
Greater flexibility in the schedule will also 
make it easier for schools to take advantage 
of instructional resources in the commu-
nity—workplaces, libraries, churches, and 
community youth groups—and to work 
effectively with emerging technologies. 

Fixing the design flaw means that group-
ing children by age should become a thing 
of the past. It makes no more sense to 

put a computer-literate second grader in 
Introduction to Computers than it does 
to place a recent Hispanic immigrant in 
Introductory Spanish. Both should be placed 
at their level of accomplishment. Although 
the Commission does not believe 15-year 
olds should leave high school early, meet-
ing high performance standards in key 
subjects should be the requirement for the 
high school diploma, not simply seat time 
or Carnegie units. In the case of genuinely 
exceptional students who meet these require-
ments while very young, schools should 
offer them the opportunity to take advanced 
courses. 

Above all, fixing the flaw means that time 
should be adjusted to meet the individual 
needs of learners, rather than the administra-
tive convenience of adults. The dimensions 
of time in the learning process extend far 
beyond whether one student needs more 
time and another can do with less. The flex-
ible use of time can permit more individual-
ized instruction. 

We should not forget that students are like 
adults in many ways. Some are able to focus 
intensely on demanding materials for long 
periods; others need more frequent breaks. 
Many students, like many adults, learn best 
by reading; some learn best by listening; 
others, by doing, or even by talking amongst 
themselves. Offering more frequent breaks, 
providing more opportunities for hands-on 
learning, encouraging group work—these 
techniques and others can parole some of the 
students who today feel most confined by 
the school’s rigid time demands. 

All of these possibilities—and many oth-
ers—lie within reach if the design flaw is 
fixed. All of them are much more difficult 
within the prison of time-bound education.

II.

FIX THE DESIGN FLAW: USE TIME IN NEW AND BETTER WAYS

WE RECOMMEND THAT STATE AND LOCAL BOARDS WORK  

WITH SCHOOLS TO REDESIGN EDUCATION SO THAT TIME BECOMES  

A FACTOR SUPPORTING LEARNING, NOT A BOUNDARY MARKING ITS LIMITS. 



III.

ESTABLISH AN ACADEMIC DAY

WE RECOMMEND THAT SCHOOLS  

PROVIDE ADDITIONAL ACADEMIC TIME  

BY RECLAIMING THE SCHOOL DAY FOR  

ACADEMIC INSTRUCTION. 

The Commission is convinced that if 
American students are to meet world-class 
standards all children will need more aca-
demic time. Reclaiming the academic day 
means providing at least 5.5 hours of core 
academic instructional time daily. That 
time should be devoted exclusively to the 
common core of subjects identified in 
Recommendation I. 

The Commission’s analysis of how time 
is currently used in American schools makes 
one thing clear: even within the confines of 
a 180-day school year, reclaiming the aca-
demic day should, alone, nearly double the 
amount of instructional time in core curricu-
lum areas. For some students, reclaiming the 
academic day will provide all the additional 
time they need to meet new standards. For 
most others, however, more academic time 
will be required. 

Establishing an academic day means, 
in essence, that the existing school day be 
devoted almost exclusively to core academic 
instruction. What this means is obvious: 
many worthwhile student programs—athlet-
ics, clubs, and other activities—will have to 
be sacrificed unless the school day is length-
ened. We do not believe they should be sac-
rificed, or that communities will agree to do 
without them. At the same time, we cannot 
agree to sacrificing the academic core of the 
school to other activities. Instead, all student 
activities should be offered during a longer 
school day. 

Compensatory programs and special 
efforts for the gifted and talented can be 
provided during the longer school day. 
Language instruction for non-native English 
speakers should be provided in this longer 
day. Students who want to accelerate their 
studies, perhaps spending only three years in 
high school, can also use this time.
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ENGAGING AND GRADUATING HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS

EAGLE ROCK SCHOOL, ESTES PARK, COLORADO

Eagle Rock School, a residential school in Estes Park, 

Colorado, uses time differently to help students who have 

dropped out of school re-engage in learning, stay in school and 

graduate. Not only do most Eagle Rock students enroll in col-

lege, many go on to earn advanced degrees.

A student’s experience at Eagle Rock begins with a three-week 

wilderness expedition designed to build self-reliance and foster 

teamwork. On campus, time invested in daily gatherings of all 

students and faculty helps bind the school community together 

through conversations that often center on the values and guid-

ing principles of the school. Great emphasis also is placed on stu-

dents’ personal growth.

At Eagle Rock, learning time is a variable, rather than an abso-

lute. Instead of expecting students to learn all they need in nine 

months or to graduate in four years, Eagle Rock expects stu-

dents to take the time they need to learn and demonstrate mas-

tery of expectations based on the Colorado State Model Content 

Standards. 

Eagle Rock recognizes that real learning requires more than 

just coverage of curriculum. Students focus on major projects 

in each subject, and their work culminates in “presentations of 

learning” that are viewed and reflected upon by members of the 

school community. This approach to learning, says Lois Easton, 

former director of the school’s professional development cen-

ter, “takes more time than having students ‘read Chapter 8 and 

take the test,’ but the extra time results in retention, transfer 

and application of knowledge and skills. As students go deeper 

into a topic, they inevitably go broader. 

is there a better way?



No magic number of hours in the day, or 
days in the year, will guarantee learning for 
all students. As a rule of thumb, about 5.5 
hours of core academic instruction daily is 
a useful frame of reference for the typical 
student. But it is only a frame of reference. 
Many students will need more time; some 
will need less. 

As noted under Recommendation III, 
establishing an academic day of necessity 
requires lengthening the school day, both for 
extracurricular activities and for time to offer 
some students academic programs designed 
to give them special help or opportunities. 

Schools open throughout the year can 
also provide many services to adults, serv-
ing as centers in which community agencies 
offer adult education, “intergenerational” 
literacy efforts teaching parents and children 
together, and programs stressing, for exam-
ple, parenting or job skills. When the walls 
of the prison of time are torn down, schools 
can realize their full potential as community 
learning centers, vibrant and responsive to 
the educational needs of citizens of every age. 

We stress again that many children, in 
many different communities, are growing 
up today without the family and community 
support taken for granted when the public 
school was created 150 years ago. The docu-
mented need for child care and uncoordinat-
ed nature of the variety of public and private 
providers now trying to meet it—licensed 
and unlicensed, for profit and not-for-profit, 
in homes and in community facilities—can 
no longer be ignored.

No single agency can meet all of the 
needs of today’s families, nor can any major 
public agency ignore them. Extended-day 
services that offer safe havens for children 
in troubled neighborhoods are a logical 
solution to the child care problem; a prob-
lem that does not go away when schools 
close for the summer. Moreover, schools 
have every interest in making sure that a 
wide variety of other services—immuniza-
tions, health screening, nutrition, and mental 
health, among others—are available to chil-
dren and their families. Without such servic-
es, it is unlikely that the first of the National 
Education Goals (“school readiness”) can be 
achieved. 

Fixing the design flaw requires acknowl-
edging something else as well: state manda-
tory attendance requirements defining how 
many days students should attend school 
should not define how many days schools 
should remain open. In fact, state financial 
support should encourage more learning 
time. If Americans are ever to escape the 
education time trap, some schools in every 
district should be open throughout the year 
so that students can find the help they need, 
when they need it. 

Finally, we note that in suggesting greater 
use of school facilities to meet the needs 
of children and communities, we are not 
recommending that schools provide these 
services directly or pay for them. Schools 
should act as advocates, insisting that the 
needs of children and families be met and 
making school facilities available whenever 
possible for services essential to student 
learning.

IV. 

KEEP SCHOOLS OPEN LONGER TO MEET THE NEEDS  
OF CHILDREN AND COMMUNITIES

WE RECOMMEND THAT SCHOOLS RESPOND TO THE NEEDS OF TODAY’S  

STUDENTS BY REMAINING OPEN LONGER DURING THE DAY AND THAT  

SOME SCHOOLS IN EVERY DISTRICT REMAIN OPEN THROUGHOUT THE YEAR. 
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SCHOOL-COMMUNITY PARTNERSHIP SUPPORTS STUDENTS  
AND THEIR FAMILIES

NATCHEZ ELEMENTARY SCHOOL, WADSWORTH, NEVADA

Natchez Elementary School, located on the Pyramid Lake Indian 
Reservation in Nevada, has developed an after-school program 
that engages community partners in helping students strengthen 
their connections to the Paiute culture, learn more about tribal 
ways of life and increase learning opportunities.

The after-school program, which has been supported by a fed-
eral 21st Century Community Learning Center grant, grew out of 
a series of meetings of community and school groups. The program 
was designed to promote healthy lifestyles, provide activities to 
help students achieve academic standards, and engage parents 
and the community in the school.

After a short recess at the end of the regular school day, stu-
dents participate in an hour of enrichment activities, followed by 
dinner. The after-school program is embedded in a web of communi-
ty partnerships. The local recreation department sponsors soft-
ball and soccer teams, the health department offers nutrition 
and cooking classes, the Piaute Tribe’s Language in School pro-
gram teaches language and culture classes, and the Cub Scout 
Outreach Program provides a scout leader and activities for boys. 
The Pyramid Lake Save the Children Program hosts family literacy 
nights and Accelerated Reader nights in collaboration with the 
school’s Title I program.

The after-school coordinator works with the principal, class-
room teachers and after-school staff to ensure students’ needs, 
such as assistance with homework, are recognized and met. To com-
plement the school’s Success for All curriculum, teachers assign 
a 20-minute block of reading time as part of each day’s homework. 

The program has made a difference in the lives of many students. 
Attendance rates for the after-school program are high, more 
students complete their homework and students participating 
in the daily reading-block program did better on the test for the 

Accelerated Reader curriculum.

 (Adapted with permission from Making the Most of After-School Time,  
National Association of Elementary School Principals, 2005.)

is there a better way?



V. 

GIVE TEACHERS THE TIME THEY NEED

WE RECOMMEND THAT TEACHERS BE 

PROVIDED WITH THE PROFESSIONAL 

TIME AND OPPORTUNITIES THEY NEED 

TO DO THEIR JOBS.

The daily working life of most teachers 
is one of unrelieved time pressure and isola-
tion; they work, largely alone, in a classroom 
of 25-30 children or adolescents for hours 
every day. Unlike teachers in many systems 
overseas, who can take advantage of con-
tinuous, daily opportunities for professional 
development, American teachers have little 
time for preparation, planning, cooperation, 
or professional growth. 

The Commission believes that time for 
planning and professional development is 
urgently needed—not as a frill or an add-
on, but as a major aspect of the agreement 
between teachers and districts. 

The whole question of teachers and 
time needs to be rethought in a serious and 
systematic way. The issue is not simply 
teachers. It is not just time. The real issue 
is education quality. Teachers need time to 
develop effective lessons. They need time 
to assess students in meaningful ways and 
discuss the results with students individually. 
They need time to talk to students, and lis-
ten to them, and to confer with parents and 
other family members. They need time to 
read professional journals, interact with their 
colleagues, and watch outstanding teachers 
demonstrate new strategies. 

Districts can provide this time in several 
ways: extending the contract year to pay 
teachers for professional development, using 
the longer day for the same purpose, or pro-
viding for the widespread and systematic use 
of a cadre of well-prepared, full-time, substi-
tute teachers. 

The last thing districts should encourage 
is sending children home to provide time for 
“teacher professional days.” We will never 
have truly effective schools while teachers’ 
needs are met at the expense of students’ 
learning time.
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Technology is a great unrealized hope in 
education reform. It can transform learn-
ing by improving both the effectiveness of 
existing time and making more time avail-
able through self-guided instruction, both 
in school and out. Technology has already 
changed much of the rest of American soci-
ety—profit and non-profit, private sector and 
government alike—because it makes it pos-
sible to produce more with less. A similar 
revolution is possible in education. 

At a minimum, computers and other tech-
nological aids promise to rid teachers and 
administrators of the mundane record keep-
ing that is such a characteristic of school 
life today, permitting teachers to spend more 
time designing instructional programs for 
their students. 

But the true promise of technology lies in 
the classroom. Technology makes it possible 
for today’s schools to escape the assembly-
line mentality of the “factory model” school. 
With emerging hardware and software, edu-
cators can personalize learning. 

Instead of the lock-step of lecture and 
laboratory, computers and other new tele-
communications technologies make it pos-
sible for students to move at their own pace. 
Effective learning technologies have already 

demonstrated their ability to pique student 
interest and increase motivation, encourag-
ing students not only to spend more of their 
own time in learning but also to be more 
deeply involved in what they are doing. 

Finally, it should be noted that the “infor-
mation superhighway” can reshape educa-
tion as it will other areas of American life. 
The school revolution, however, depends 
both on a concerted investment strategy to 
help educators obtain these technologies and 
on educators confronting their reluctance to 
supplement the techniques of the 19th cen-
tury (textbooks, chalk and blackboards) with 
the technologies of the 21st (CD-ROMs, 
modems, and fiber optics). They must do so. 
In order to help them, states should establish 
special funds to provide low-interest loans 
and grants, and they should create large-
scale purchasing agreements for new tech-
nologies and teacher training in their use.

VI.

INVEST IN TECHNOLOGY

WE RECOMMEND THAT SCHOOLS SEIZE ON THE PROMISE OF NEW 

TECHNOLOGIES TO INCREASE PRODUCTIVITY, ENHANCE STUDENT 

ACHIEVEMENT, AND EXPAND LEARNING TIME. 



VII.

DEVELOP LOCAL ACTION PLANS TO TRANSFORM SCHOOLS

WE RECOMMEND THAT EVERY DISTRICT CONVENE LOCAL LEADERS TO 

DEVELOP ACTION PLANS THAT OFFER DIFFERENT SCHOOL OPTIONS AND 

ENCOURAGE PARENTS, STUDENTS, AND TEACHERS TO CHOOSE AMONG THEM. 
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School reform cannot work if it is 
imposed on the community top-down. 
Genuine, long-lasting reform grows from the 
grassroots. 

The Commission believes every com-
munity must engage in a community-wide 
debate about the shape and future of its 
schools. To that end, we encourage every 
district, with the support of the superin-
tendent and local school board, to engage 
major school stakeholders in a comprehen-
sive, long-term dialogue about the hopes, 
aspirations, and future directions of local 
education. The conversation should include 
students, parents, taxpayers, employers, and 
representatives of public assistance, juve-
nile justice, health and other social services 
agencies. It should be organized around 
learning time. If this conversation is to be 
productive, it is essential to include teachers 
and administrators as equal partners. 

We are convinced that larger school 
districts can offer families a wide array of 
alternative school calendars by encourag-
ing individual schools to adopt distinctive 
approaches. The more options, the better. No 
single configuration will satisfy every need. 
Districts of any size, with a sense of vision, 
boldness, and entrepreneurship can experi-
ment with block scheduling, team teaching, 
longer days and years, and extending time 
with new distance-learning technologies. 

No community in the United States is so 
small or impoverished that it cannot benefit 
from an examination of how it uses time—if 
not in extending the day or year, at least 
in re-configuring how it uses the time now 
available. 

The Commission wants to stress that this 
recommendation provides a real opportu-
nity for local leadership groups—the busi-
ness community, colleges and universities, 
churches, civic groups, newspapers and the 
electronic media—to go beyond criticiz-
ing schools by helping frame the education 
debate community by community. This is 
not just a task for educators. There can be 
no doubt that the 1989 Education Summit, 
convened under the leadership of the White 
House and the nation’s governors, went a 
long way towards focusing Americans on the 
goals they hold in common for their schools. 
Local leaders can do a lot to transform their 
communities and their schools by conven-
ing similar education summits, county by 
county, city by city, district by district, and, 
if need be, school by school. 

Finally, the Commission issues a chal-
lenge to local school boards: use your time 
to perform the leadership role for which you 
have been elected or  
appointed. 

Recent analyses demonstrate convincingly 
that far too many boards function as manag-
ers instead of policymakers. School board 
time should be devoted to local policy, goals, 
and the education needs of children, not to 
micro-management of school operations. 

Our challenge: help your community crys-
tallize a vision for its schools.
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GIVING STUDENTS THE TIME THEY NEED TO ACHIEVE STANDARDS

CHUGACH SCHOOL DISTRICT, ALASKA 

When traditional education wasn’t working for students in 

rural Chugach School District, Alaska, the superintendent 

started from scratch. He organized meetings of community 

members to help clarify their expectations for schools and stu-

dents. This led to establishing goals for schools and learning 

standards for students – in 10 academic areas, along with tech-

nology, character development and school-to-life skills.

Each standard has defined performance levels for grades 

P-14 that serve as a roadmap for student success, and all 

students have an individual learning plan and know what is 

expected of them. Students are screened using testing data, 

transcripts and learning styles that allow them to be taught 

in multi-level groups. Quarterly assessments indicate when stu-

dents should move to the next level or receive more help to mas-

ter the standard currently being taught.

With a waiver from the state, achievement on performance 

standards replaced the traditional Carnegie units for high 

school graduation. Grades and grade levels disappeared; what 

mattered was student progress toward achieving the 10 stan-

dards. And because they progress through each standard at 

their own pace, students can graduate as early as age 14 – or as 

late as age 21. 

Setting high standards, and giving students the time they 

need to meet them, produced dramatic increases in student 

test scores, according to Superintendent Bob Crumley. CAT 

(California Achievement Tests) scores soared from the bottom 

quartile to an average of 72nd percentile in five years. All 

Chugach graduates are making a successful transition to fur-

ther educational opportunities. 

is there a better way?



VIII.

SHARE THE RESPONSIBILITY: FINGER POINTING AND EVASION MUST END

WE RECOMMEND THAT ALL OF OUR PEOPLE SHOULDER THEIR INDIVIDUAL  

RESPONSIBILITIES TO TRANSFORM LEARNING IN AMERICA. 

40

No single recommendation can cap-
ture the essential point with which the 
Commission concluded the first chapter: 
learning must become a national obsession 
in the United States. 

In America’s great education debate we 
find too often a belief that the solution is 
up to government or “the system.” Nothing 
could be further from the truth. It is up to us. 
Most of what needs to be done can only be 
done by the people most directly involved. 
There are no short-cuts. Lightning will not 
strike and transform American schools if 
each of us acts as though the task belongs to 
somebody else. 

To put learning in America powerfully 
back on track everyone will have to do more, 
make sacrifices, and work harder. Great 
institutions like the American school do 
not fail simply because they collapse from 
within. Complacency within combines with 
public apathy to enfeeble institutions, leav-
ing behind impressive but empty facades. 

The implications are clear. Schools cannot 
do the job alone. All of us have to shoulder 
our responsibilities. If we think this transfor-
mation too difficult, we must again learn the 
wisdom of the African proverb, “It takes a 
whole village to raise a child.” 

It takes a family to raise a child. Parents 
are more than their children’s “first teach-
ers”—they are lifelong examples bearing 
witness to community norms and expecta-
tions, to the values that give meaning, tex-
ture, and a sense of purpose to life.

It takes communities to raise a child. But 
in place of healthy communities, too often 
we find neighborhoods deteriorating amidst 
the alienation, rootlessness, and despair of 
violent streets. 

It takes schools to raise a child. But where 
there should be a shared sense of common 

purpose among school, family, and communi-
ty, too often we find a circle of blame. Parents 
blame the community for the child’s prob-
lems. Communities blame the school. And the 
school, too frequently, blames both. Then it 
closes itself off in its time-bound world. 

The finger pointing and evasions must 
come to an end—up and down the line from 
the federal government to the family and 
student. Although concrete recommendations 
are difficult to make, several ground rules 
point the way ahead. 

Government should focus on results, 
not red tape. The sheer number of rules 
and regulations hamstringing schools from 
federal and state governments has grown 
beyond reason. Their cumulative effect is to 
handcuff schools. 

All federal programs should follow the 
larger intent of the Clinton administration’s 
legislation, GOALS 2000: Educate America 
Act. This bipartisan legislation puts the 
National Education Goals into statutory 
language. It promises to free local schools 
from regulation in favor of accountability. It 
focuses on results, not red tape. 

The federal government should encourage 
local schools to use categorical programs to 
supplement learning time for target students. 
Too often these programs have defeated 
their own purpose: funds have been used 
for programs that replace the school’s learn-
ing time. They should support after-school, 
weekend, and summer programs. 

At the state level, the Commission 
applauds states such as Kentucky and 
Washington which have adopted comprehen-
sive education reform efforts, most of which 
promise to (1) limit regulatory oversight 
in return for demonstrated results in the 
schools; (2) offer additional time for teach-
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ers’ professional development; and (3) pro-
vide sanctions and rewards for schools based 
on performance. 

It is at the school district and local board 
level that we find the major possibilities 
for freeing schools of red tape in favor of 
accountability. A large number of promis-
ing experiments are underway around the 
country to free schools of burdensome 
district regulation. Many of these experi-
ments revolve around time; many do not. We 
encourage school boards—through the local 
action plans suggested in Recommendation 
VII—to examine these experiments and 
adapt the most promising to their own needs. 

Higher education needs to get involved. 
Colleges and universities, as institutions, 
have been bystanders for the most part in 
the school reform debate. It is time they 
got involved. They can help in at least four 
ways. 

First, higher education already offers a 
model that holds learning fixed and makes 
time a variable. Students can earn a bache-
lor’s degree in three, four, even eight years; 
the same is true of doctoral study. 

Second, the school reform movement 
cannot succeed unless academic institu-
tions honor the results of new standards 
and assessments. Admissions requirements 
should validate learning, not seat time. 

Third, colleges and universities educat-
ing teachers must align their programs with 
the movement to higher standards. This 
will involve changing not only offerings in 
schools of education, but also the design of 
undergraduate programs in core disciplines. 

Finally, a handful of colleges and univer-
sities across the country are struggling to 
reinvent local schools. There are 3,500 col-
leges and universities in the United States 
and there should be 3,500 examples. It is not 
necessary to operate a school or district or 
provide medical checkups and family coun-
seling—although some academic institutions 
somewhere are doing each of these things. 
But it is necessary to do something. 

The business world should keep up the 
pressure. Much of the impetus for school 
reform, at the national, state, and local lev-
els, has been generated by business lead-
ers insisting that changes in the workplace 
require radically different kinds of school 
graduates. Corporate and small business 
leaders have also been actively supporting 
reform coalitions, applying corporate tech-
niques to school operations, and creating a 
variety of one-on-one school partnerships in 
which individual firms work directly with 
individual classrooms, schools, or districts. 

Now is no time for timidity in the school 
reform effort. Leaders cannot blow an uncer-
tain trumpet. Business leaders must keep up 
the pressure for comprehensive reform to 
improve student achievement. 

Parents, students, and teachers must 
lead the way. Finally, we want to speak 
directly to the people with the greatest 
stake in the learning enterprise—parents, 
grandparents, aunts, uncles, foster parents 
and guardians, and to teachers and students 
themselves.

To parents, grandparents, relatives and 
guardians: With your support for the agenda 
for reform outlined in this document, success 
is assured. Without it, we do not know how the 
agenda can be achieved. 

You may worry that new academic stan-
dards will add to your children’s stress. That 
is not our intent. In fact, that is why we 
insist that time be made a part of the stan-
dards discussion. Indeed, our hope is that 
schools will be more attractive, interesting, 
and lively places for both students and adults 
when time becomes the servant of learning. 
Schools should also be more hospitable to 
you, once teachers are released from the 
relentless treadmill of today’s calendar and 
the academic day is more attuned to your 
family’s needs. 

We know that your aspirations for your 
children are unlimited, no matter your cir-
cumstances or the difficulties in which you 
find yourselves. You can bring those aspira-
tions within reach. We have little to offer 



other than the advice of experts. But their 
words bear repeating. Play with your chil-
dren every day. Read to them every night. 
Make sure they see a doctor regularly. Take 
an active interest in the day-to-day activi-
ties of the school and the community. Check 
homework, turn off the television, and make 
sure that your teenagers are not working so 
long earning pocket money that they have no 
time for school. Above all, encourage your 
children. 

What we ask, of course, takes time. 
But your reward will come as you watch 
your children become the kind of men and 
women you knew they could be. 

To teachers: You are the inheritors of a 
tradition of service and scholarship stretch-
ing back through history. Your first obliga-
tion is to that inheritance. 

If you accept minimal effort from students 
or colleagues or excuse shoddy performance, 
then you have fallen short, no matter how 
understandable your reasons. You cannot 
remain true to the tradition you bear by 
acquiescing to the social promotion of stu-
dents who are not prepared for the next step. 

Only parents and students have a greater 
stake than you in this debate. Clearly our 
proposals will make a huge difference in 
your working life. The nature of the change, 
however, remains to be worked out with 
your participation. This Commission con-
sciously avoided specifying a precise num-
ber of days in the school year, or hours in 
the school day, because we believe those 
issues must be worked out district by district 
and school by school. 

Although we insist on breaking down the 
prison walls, it is not our intention to impose 
new demands on you without providing the 
support we know you need. It is up to you 
and your colleagues to put muscle and sinew 
on the reform framework outlined in this 
document. We think you will—not because 
we recommend it, but because you know it 
is right. You best understand that we are cor-
rect when we say learning is a prisoner of 
time. 

Your satisfaction will lie in a more profes-
sional working environment. It will also be 
found in a lifetime following the progress 
of adults who achieved their full potential 
because of what you were able to do with 
and for them in the  
classroom. 

Last, we say to students: We know that in 
the midst of today’s pressures, your classes, 
school, and homework often appear to be 
distractions from the business of growing 
up. We were once in your shoes. We, how-
ever, were lucky. When we left school, we 
expected to face a promising future, and for 
the most part our expectations were met. 

You, too, can make good if you are pre-
pared to work at it. You may think your 
academic success depends on whether or 
not you are “smart.” But academic prog-
ress, as our international friends understand, 
depends on hard work and perseverance. It 
is your job to learn, to become the “worker” 
in your own education. You must understand 
that learning is never a passive activity; it 
is always active. Your success in school 
depends primarily on your own diligence. 
The returns on your efforts will be many, 
including the satisfaction of knowing that 
adults who complained about your genera-
tion were wrong—and you proved them 
wrong.

FINANCING: DOLLARS, 
SCHOLARS, AND TIME

“Time is money,” runs an old adage. 
There is no doubt that the recommendations 
we have advanced will cost money. We sug-
gest it will be money well spent. In fact, a 
leading economist suggests that when we 
consider the costs of day care, the effects of 
summer learning loss, and the ultimate ben-
efits of increased learning time, we can view 
any initial costs for such time as an invest-
ment with more promising payoffs than 
most other uses of tax dollars. Where are 
the funds to come from in a period in which 
the federal domestic budget is frozen for the 
next several years, state revenues and outlays 

42



43

P R I S O N E R S  O F  T I M E

are under pressure, and local taxpayers resist 
higher taxes? The picture in public finance is 
not optimistic. 

But neither is it a disaster. The United 
States is the wealthiest country in the history 
of the world. American schools are already 
handsomely supported by international stan-
dards. In constant, inflation-adjusted dol-
lars, real spending on education in America 
increased 200 percent between 1959 and 
1989-90.

We are convinced the American people will 
support these recommendations if they believe 
high quality education will accompany the 
changes and if educators bring common sense 
and ingenuity to the table. 

The Commission believes priorities need 
to be set in education funding: all current 
expenditures should be reallocated to sup-
port the academic activities of the school. 
Education dollars should be spent on aca-
demics first and foremost. Budgets should 
distinguish between education and non-  
education activities. 

At the same time, extending the enve-
lope of the school day and year opens up 
the possibility of using funds in differ-
ent ways. Federal compensatory funds, as 
we have suggested, can be employed to 
extend the school day and provide summer 
opportunities for those who require more 
time. Extended-day and other community 
services can be supported by other units of 
state and local government. Moreover, the 
costs of extended services can be partially 
met by modest fees, based on parental abil-
ity to pay. And costs can be controlled by 
carefully phasing in new services, using 
student-teachers and noncertified personnel, 
and making greater use of full-time staff on 
flexible schedules. 

It should be noted that across the United 
States the ratio of adults to enrolled students 
exceeds one to ten, according to data from 
the National Center for Education Statistics. 
Surely it is possible to restructure adult use 
of time so that more teachers and adminis-
trators actually encounter students on a daily 
basis in the classroom, face to face. This 

does not require additional money. 
Throughout this document, the 

Commission has asked the question: Is there 
a better way? As these models demonstrate, 
visionary school leaders in districts of all 
kinds—large and small, wealthy and poor, 
urban and rural—are already supporting 
many of the reforms we advocate. These 
districts are financing the kinds of changes 
needed today to anticipate the challenges the 
future will place before us. 

Several things are clear from these mod-
els. Many different alternative  
calendars do exist, most attuned to local 
needs. Parental choice is a significant feature 
of most of these models. Fees for additional 
services are charged in many of these alter-
natives. Above all, communities of all kinds 
face a powerful, pent-up demand for new 
and different educational services. 

In the final analysis, the true costs depend 
on what we think is important. If we value 
learning, the cost of “doing it right the first 
time” is less than the expense involved in 
“doing it wrong” and having to do it over 
again. As the American business community 
now understands full well, in the end quality 
costs less. 

FACING THE TEST OF TIME
Eleven years ago, a small booklet, A 

Nation at Risk, launched one of the great 
reform movements in American public life. 
It changed the terms of the education debate 
by urging education leaders to look beyond 
the details of schooling to three big issues: 
time, content, and expectations. 

The response was dramatic and sustained. 
Expectations for student performance have 
been raised markedly—the public expects 
more, and so, too, do teachers and princi-
pals. Content standards are in the midst of 
drastic revision that holds out the promise of 
a world-class education for all. 

But learning remains a prisoner of time. 
The description of the problem contained in 
A Nation at Risk is still true: “Compared to 
other nations, American students spend less 



44

time on school work; and time spent in the 
classroom and on homework is often used 
ineffectively.” For practical people, reform-
ing expectations and content were thought 
to be easier problems to solve; time, a more 
difficult issue to tackle. But in terms of 
learning, time as an elastic resource is the 
main road to excellence. 

Americans can justifiably take pride in 
all they have accomplished and are trying to 
accomplish through their schools. We have 
built a remarkable system of public education 
through twelfth grade, universally available to 
all. We have provided access to postsecond-
ary education at levels matched by no other 
nation. We have led the world in attending to 
the needs of the disadvantaged, the dispos-
sessed, and the disabled. We are in the midst 
of the longest, sustained education reform 
movement since the common school was cre-
ated in the 19th century. 

Today a new challenge beckons: we must 
face the test of time. “Time,” said Aeschylus 
25 centuries ago, “teaches all things.” Now 
at last we must learn its lesson about educa-
tion: American students will have their best 
chance at success when they are no longer 
serving time, but when time is serving them.
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LETTER OF TRANSMITTAL

April 1994

The Honorable Albert Gore 
President 
United States Senate 

The Honorable Thomas S. Foley 
Speaker 
United States House of Representatives 

The Honorable Richard W. Riley 
Secretary 
United States Department of Education 

Gentlemen: 

Public Law 102-62 (The Education Council Act of 1991) established the 

National Education Commission on Time and Learning as an independent advi-

sory body and called for a comprehensive review of the relationship between 

time and learning in the nation’s schools. The legislation created a nine-member 

Commission (three each to be appointed by the Secretary of Education, the President 

of the Senate, and the Speaker of the House of Representatives) and directed the 

Commission to prepare a report on its findings by April 1994. We are pleased to 

present that report for your consideration. 

In the 24 months since the Commission was established, we have met 18 

times to discuss the issues outlined in our statute. We visited 19 schools and edu-

cation programs across the United States. We listened to more than 150 teachers, 

administrators, parents, students and other experts on education. We worked with 

school officials in Japan and Germany to complete two fact-finding visits to schools 

and research institutes in those countries. 

Our conclusions and recommendations speak for themselves. Time is the 

missing element in our great national debate about learning and the need for higher 

standards for all students. Our schools and the people involved with them—students, 

teachers, administrators, parents, and staff—are prisoners of time, captives of the school 

A p p e n d i x  B
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clock and calendar. We have been asking the impossible of our students—that they 

learn as much as their foreign peers while spending only half as much time in core 

academic subjects. The reform movement of the last decade is destined to founder 

unless it is harnessed to more time for learning. 

We want to thank each of you for your confidence that we could complete 

this challenging assignment. Your support helped us complete the task on schedule. 

We tried to be straightforward in our discussions with each other and in our recom-

mendations about what needs to be done. Although each of us may harbor minor 

reservations about details of this report, we are unanimous in supporting its broad 

themes and recommendations. 

Finally, we want to acknowledge the work of our staff under the able leader-

ship of its executive director, Milton Goldberg. Amidst the pressure of deadlines and 

honest differences of opinion about how to proceed on these complex issues, the staff 

unfailingly came through as the professionals they are.

Original members, and their affiliation, of the National Education 

Commission on Time and Learning:
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Abitur: A rigorous academic examination 
German students must pass prior to accep-
tance at a university. 

Academic Day: That part of the day the 
Commission believes should be reserved for 
study in the core academic curriculum. 

Core Academic Curriculum: The 
Commission defines the following as the 
core academic curriculum that all students 
should take during the academic day: 
English and language arts, mathematics, sci-
ence, civics, geography, history, the arts, and 
foreign languages. 

Design Flaw: Permitting standards to vary 
among students while keeping time constant 
instead of providing each student the time 
needed to reach high standards. 

Juku: Private Japanese tutorial schools that 
supplement school learning, offer remedial 
and enrichment experiences, and prepare 
students for university examinations. 

National Education Goals: Goals first 
adopted by the nation’s governors in 1989 
for attainment by the year 2000. The goals 
have been incorporated into GOALS 2000: 
Educate America Act. (See “Dimensions 
of the Time Challenge” description of the 
goals.) 

Out-of-School Learning: Skills, knowl-
edge, habits and perspectives students 
acquire outside the walls of the school 
through participation in family and commu-
nity environments. 

School Day: The total time students are 
in school, including the academic day (see 
above) and the time before or after the aca-
demic day during which students engage 
in subjects outside the core academic cur-
riculum, receive supplementary educational 
services, and participate in extracurricular 
activities. 

World-Class Standards: Standards for stu-
dent learning and performance that will per-
mit American students to match or exceed 
the performance of students in other coun-
tries. 

Year-Round Schools: An alternative to the 
traditional nine-month school calendar. The 
180-day school year is broken into instruc-
tional blocks that are staggered throughout 
the year. The days customarily devoted to 
the typical summer vacation are divided into 
several “mini-vacations” called Intersessions 
that are spread out over the calendar year. 
For example, a student might be in school 
for twelve weeks, on vacation during a 
four-week Intersession, and back in school 
for another twelve-week period. Additional 
instructional time may or may not be provid-
ed during the intersessions for the purposes 
of enrichment or remedial work. 

Single-Track Year-Round Schools: A plan 
in which all students attend school on the 
same schedule of instructional sessions and 
vacations. 

Multi-Track Year-Round Schools: A plan 
in which students in one school are divided 
into three, four, or five groups, each with 
different schedules of instructional and vaca-
tion time. The time students spend in schools 
is staggered so that one group is on vacation 
while other groups are in school. Multi-track 
schools have been created primarily to deal 
with overcrowding and to make better use of 
facilities. 

GLOSSARY
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51

P R I S O N E R S  O F  T I M E

A p p e n d i x  

The Education Commission of the States is a nonprofit, nationwide organization that 
helps state leaders shape education policy. 

Copies of this publication are available for $20.00 plus postage and handling from 
the Education Commission of the States Distribution Center, 700 Broadway, Suite 
1200, Denver, CO 80203-3460; 303.299.3692. Ask for No. SI-04-07. ECS accepts 
prepaid orders, MasterCard, American Express and Visa. All sales are final. 

ECS is pleased to have other organizations or individuals share its materials with 
their constituents. To request permission to excerpt part of this publication, either in 
print or electronically, please write or fax the Communications Department at the 
address above, fax 303.296.8332 or e-mail ecs@ecs.org. 

Please add postage and handling if your order totals: Up to $10.00, $3.00; $10.01-
$25.00, $4.25; $25.01-$50.00, $5.75; $50.01-$75.00, $8.50; $75.01-$100.00, $10.00; 
over $100.01, $12.00. 

Generous discounts are available for bulk orders of single publications. They are: 
10-24 copies, 10% discount; 25-49 copies, 20%; 50-74 copies, 30%; 75-99 copies, 
40%; 100+ copies, 50%.

ECS EDUCATION REFORM REPRINT SERIES



Educat ion Commission of  the States
700 Broadway,  Sui te  1200
Denver,  CO  80203-3460

303.299.3600


