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Stratford Modified 4x4 Block Schedule Overview
(by Dean of Students Travis Grubbs)

Why?
Stratford High School is a rural public school where teachers are required to teach 2-8 different courses
over the school year. A shift to a 4x4 block allows teachers to focus on half of those classes at a time.
This will lead to a more rigorous and congruent curriculum, while the additional class time will allow for
greater differentiation of instruction in order to meet all students' learning styles. Along with this, the
increased daily class time will allow for more types of activities for students and exploratory learning that a
shorter 45 minute period would not allow for. While there are cons to a block schedule, Stratford High
School believes that we can be intentional in scheduling to minimize those concerns and that a shift to the
block will ultimately increase student achievement in the long term.

How?
The schedule will consist of four 90 minute block periods and an advisory period. Most classes take place
during a full 90-minute block, but some intentional classes will be offered during a skinny (splitting a block
into two 45 minute periods). This means a student may take between 4-6 classes each semester.
Students will be able to have study halls during both semesters if they choose and these may be for a
skinny or full block period. Specific attention in the schedule was also given to essential math classes to
allow them to be taught over the course of the entire year, with built-in resource time for students. This
block schedule has also been meshed with our middle school traditional schedule to allow teachers to
teach classes in both schools and to allow our high achieving math students to take high school math
classes as needed.
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PARENT 1 QUESTIONS/CONCERNS
Parent concerns/comments in black Principal response in red

● Study halls are not part of Pittsville or Edgar block schedules.  Many students at Stratford High
school indicated on the survey that they wanted a study hall.
Stratford students were allowed to request a study hall.  Mrs. Cepress is starting to meet with students 1-1
about their schedules to get further input on their desires and needs.  We are currently brainstorming
opportunities for students to have a study hall without occupying a 90 minute block.  An example would be a
digital course.

● 8th grade students in Pittsville and Edgar cannot accelerate into Algebra due to their block
structure.  This is important for our Stratford Middle School students.
In developing the high school schedule, priority was given to algebra classes to enable our 8th grade
students to accelerate. As an example, a student would have algebra the last block of the day when their
cohort has math and Tiger Time.

● Forming skinny blocks adds more classes to a students day (could total up to 6).  This is not
beneficial since one stated benefit of the block is having less classes. Edgar has grade 9/10 ELA and math
back to back as skinnies.
It is accurate that skinnies add to the overall number of classes a student will have over the original 4
classes of a block. In the current version of the 2021-2022 schedule the following courses are slated to be
skinnies:  NTC Alg 3 (yr), NTC Applied Math (sem), NTC Pre-Calc (yr), Calc, Prob & Stats (yr), Band (yr),
Guitar (sem), Choir (yr), NTC Oral/Written Comm (sem), NTC Sociology (sem), Ind Living (sem), Desktop
Pub (sem), Comp Apps 2 (sem), Exploring Tech (sem), Electricity (sem), Health (sem), Lifetime PE (sem),
Spanish C/D (sem), Creative Writing (sem).

● ACT prep becomes challenging when students do not have math or ELA in the spring. Edgar has
ACT prep built into their 45 minute advisory period. Pittsville pays for a practice ACT prior to the one in
March in order to give the students a better idea of what to study.  When I talked with one of the school
board members, she suggested the students take the test over at their expense if not happy with the score.
Rachel Bargender works ACT prep into English 3. Students do a full ACT practice test and then Ms.
Bargender works more extensively with them to review key grammar skills. Teachers of HS English, math
and science are given ACT practice problems to incorporate into their lessons. Additionally, assessment
Coordinator Missy Schmidt has a strong desire to build ACT prep into the advisory/intervention model for
upcoming years. ACT prep questions with answers are put into the announcements and  resources/tips on
taking the ACT were emailed to the junior class.

● Graduation in Edgar and Pittsville is later in the school year due to tradition.  They have it on the
last day of school or the Friday before the last day. Stratford's tradition is to have it earlier in May. This year
seniors will graduate on May 22nd but the last day of school is June 4th.  Not counting the half day on June
4th, that means in a traditional schedule the seniors would miss 9 days worth of classes.  With block that
doubles to 18 missed classes.
Mrs. Cepress tried to balance core senior classes with electives so that most core classes do not occur in
the 4th quarter.  Administration has had preliminary conversations about changes to the date of graduation.
Once we finish 2020-2021, staff will have a better feel for how their curriculum aligned with the quarter 4
being cut short for seniors, and administration will continue this conversation.  Many NTC courses will
require students to come to school after graduation.
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PARENT 2 QUESTIONS/CONCERNS
Parent concerns/comments in black Principal response in red

● Will Study halls be scheduled for 90 minutes one quarter and 0 minutes the next quarter?
Mrs. Cepress is starting to meet with students 1-1 about their schedules to get further input on
their desires and needs.  We are currently brainstorming opportunities for students to have a
study hall without occupying a 90 minute block.  An example would be a digital course.  Students
need to take 6.5 credits per year.  This means that some semesters, a student may have 2 study
halls.

● How will schedules be balanced? As an example this happened this year, giving a student a
quarter of "core subjects"--math, english, social studies (without a study hall), and then the next
quarter they have the study hall with their "non core" classes like phy ed, band, etc.
Mrs. Cepress is starting to meet with students 1-1 about their schedules to get further input on
their desires and needs. She will be looking at the balance of courses each quarter.

● Engaging students in meaningful activities besides just a longer lecture with a class "work time".
Longer class periods can lead themselves to more time for engaging activities and higher level
thinking activities to occur.  But the block system could have teachers that just had more lecture
time and more in class "work time."  Overall, block in Elk Mound High School has allowed
students to attend college courses on college campuses. Goal to increase student engagement
and monitor for this?
We will be continuing professional development on best practices for teaching on the block.  We
had initial PD in August 2020 related to this topic and will continue to plan accordingly.  Teachers
are part of a 3 year cycle of teacher evaluations. Teachers in their third year (and all probationalry
teachers) have a comprehensive evaluation which includes all 6 teacher standards. Student
engagement is one part of the standards.

● If seniors graduate 2 weeks early- they actually miss a month
Mrs. Cepress tried to balance core senior classes with electives so that most core classes do not
occur in the 4th quarter.  Administration has had preliminary conversations about changes to the
date of graduation.  Once we finish 2020-2021, staff will have a better feel for how their
curriculum aligned with the quarter 4 being cut short for seniors, and administration will continue
this conversation.  Many NTC courses will require students to come to school after graduation.

● Will algebra be offered for 8th grade?
In developing the high school schedule, priority was given to algebra classes to enable our 8th
grade students to accelerate. As an example, a student would have algebra the last block of the
day when their cohort has math and Tiger Time.

● What is the "indicator" that block is working besides Covid reasons?
During the last two months of the school year and then again in August, the PLC Leadership
team will develop the metrics to evaluate the block schedule.  We will use these metrics each
quarter to prepare for the school board evaluation of block scheduling during this trial year.  We
are open to ideas.
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● Stratford's student and parent surveys about block for next year were done before any class had
met for the 2nd quarter.  Classes that met 1st quarter had not even started for 3rd quarter before
we were asking if it worked.  Did anyone even know what the retention was from the first
quarter?
The parent survey was completed the last week of the semester (quarter 2).  The second half of
yearlong classes had not met yet. We would not retain any students based on semester failures
but we can analyze the failure rate. The failure rate for HS courses first semester 2020: 16 and
2021: 27 (4 were virtual courses).  It is difficult to discern if this was related to CoVid or the block.

● I can see how some classes might be better to engage in longer sessions-- hands on, tech
classes, classes that focus on higher level understanding, but I don't think it is a match for all
classes.  Classes that require sequence of learning and retaining concepts that build on each
other will be harder to remember in a block schedule. Goal for mastery or long term retention
and monitor for this?
The research I read found that short term retention of content was evident but when content
retention is studied after a couple years, students on a traditional schedule did not have any
better retention of content than students that learned in a block.  This creates the importance for
teachers to build a concentrated review period into the beginning of each course that builds from
a prior course.

● The summer loss in retention is not a new concept. Students forget things over the summer and
teachers spend some of September reviewing.  Students that read over the summer will make
bigger gains during the school year.. etc.  So I have a hard time figuring that students have more
long term retention spending 4 months out of the year working on Algebra 2 and Spanish 2
verses working on it for 9 months out of the year. Those long term habits and retention happen
over the course of more months, not longer sessions and shorter months.
Please see the answer above on the research.  There will be some benefits and some
disadvantages with either schedule.  Hopefully with metrics in place, we will be able to determine
if the block schedule is worth pursuing after the trial year.

● What is the goal to continue block besides Covid?
I am not quite sure what is meant by this question. I will share staff comments on why they favor
the block format (bulleted below).
● Stress levels seem better with less testing on a given day/time.
● The students don't have to spread themselves thin in one area. They can have a deeper

focus in just those 4 classes.
● Students taking advanced classes (dual credit and college courses) can spend more time on

writing and studying for these high level courses.
● I think they are less stressed especially when it comes to assessments.
● They have time to enjoy, dig into the material, make more connections, and find the purpose

in learning.
● Less missing homework and late work.
● It allows for more one on one help needed for the struggling students.
● 90 minutes is long but I feel like our staff will continue to get better at using the time with

students especially as COVID restrictions are lifted and you can do more hands on activities,
moving around the room with less worries.

● I've found that my students understood more, had deeper thoughts, and grew more
comfortable speaking up in class with the longer class periods.
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● I've also felt that I got to know the kids more and felt less like I was running on an assembly
line from class to class.

● The block schedule allows me to focus on less students as only five classes vs eight in a day.
● I feel that I have been able to go farther with some of my courses and get through so much

more even though it is a shorter time.
● I very rarely get to have a class that repeats. That means that sometimes I had 7 different

classes a semester. This would sometimes make me feel that I was overwelmed and
stressed out.

● I could prep for half as many classes each day as opposed to every thing every day.
Less stress = better teaching, better teaching = more learning
● Way less stressful than organizing 7 different classes per day. In my case, there were times I

was planning up to 9 classes per day, due to combination periods.
● I like the block scheduling because it allows for my students with disabilities to get their tests

done the same day versus having to do it for a couple of days.
● I feel like the relationships built in a block schedule are stronger, more time getting to know

one another
● Having a class period (block) where kids can get content, do an activity, have a discussion,

etc. is more beneficial than starting something and having the 44 minutes up already
● 7 classes a day for me in multiple locations is exhausting.
● It allows students more in class work time than a traditional schedule, when set up/clean up

can take a significant portion of class time when we only have 45 minutes.
● I have liked how the block schedule eases the load for teachers the way we currently have it

divided by quarters--it is a relief to only have to prep for some of the classes I teach and to
have fewer kids' work to grade at a time.
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