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students and staff by need and to thoughtfully manage how  
their time is spent, but the sheer number of different actors 
in most districts adds considerable complexity. How can 
districts ensure that the hundreds or even thousands of 
different staff members are spending their time as agreed 
upon? How can instruction be personalized when juggling 
the needs of thousands of students, not simply those in one 
classroom? Is it possible to do any of this without asking 
ever more of already overworked staff or spending more 
money on hiring additional people?

K nowing what staff actually do is the first step in   
maximizing the benefit of staff and student time. Of course, 
many principals and many managers believe that they know 
how their staff spend their time. However, perception rarely 
matches reality. Only after hard data has been collected on 
staff and student practice (e.g., via detailed time study) 
does it become possible to begin managing activities and 
providing personalized instruction. 

Once all of this data is collected, the way that it is 
operationalized is through effective schedules. All schools 

have schedules—often hundreds, when counting those for 
each staff member and student. However, good scheduling 
is a skill, and cultivating that skill can save districts hundreds 
of thousands of dollars while improving instruction for all 
students. The best district leaders recognize that scheduling 
is not only a technical task but a strategic lever to raise 
achievement cost-effectively. 

Putting It Into Practice

As is evident from the over 1,500 districts that have recently 
extended their school day, district leaders see time as an 
important strategic lever for performance improvements. Many 
of the most forward-thinking superintendents, principals, and 
teachers across the country have already begun implementing 
these best practices. Although work must still be done to scale 
and refine these ideas, the following three real-life illustrations 
show what is possible when districts embrace a more thoughtful 
and active approach toward managing staff and student time. 
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EXHIBIT 3: EVOLUTION OF DISTRICT MANAGEMENT OF STUDENT TIME

Source: DMC.  For illustrative purposes.
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Managing Student Time by Setting 
Clearer Directions

Historically, elementary school teachers received very little 
guidance from the district or from the principal on how to 
spend their time. Teachers may at most have been told the 
school’s start and end times, and been assigned a time for 
lunch, recess, and a daily elective. For the remainder of the 
day, however, teachers would be left to manage their own 
schedules. 

Increasingly, districts are providing more guidance on 
how time is to be used, especially for core subjects at the 
elementary level. Elementary teachers are now much more 
likely to be told that, based on best practices, a 90-minute 
literacy block is mandated, as well as 60 minutes of math 
every day. In some districts, they may even be told that the 
literacy block should occur from 8 :30 to 10 : 00 AM, and math 
should be taught immediately after art class in the afternoon. 

Going forward, making the most of student time will require 
providing even more detailed guidance and customization 
to specific student needs (Exhibit 3). Districts must know 
not only that there is a 90-minute literacy block, but what is 
being taught within that block, for how long, and by whom. 
Are kindergarten teachers spending sufficient time on phonics 
instruction? Do fourth-grade teachers provide explicit 
instruction in reading comprehension? Are certified reading 
teachers providing the instruction, or are certain students 
receiving literacy instruction from paraprofessionals? 
Although managing the major activities during a typical 
period in middle and high school is less common, 
it may be just as useful to know how much time 
in social studies is spent on debate versus note 
taking, or how much time in Spanish is spent 
on speaking versus writing. The point here is 
not that there is necessarily a right answer, 
but that these data points raise a question: 
how should teachers and administrators 

manage the “Three As” of activity, amount, and actor?  
Tracking this data along with student outcomes will provide 
valuable information as to what works best, and will allow for 
more rapid scaling up of successful practices.

In some of the most innovative districts nationwide, this 
approach toward managing more specific increments of 
important blocks of time is already being employed. In one 
Midwestern district, administrators set a target that every 
student in grades K-2 should receive 100 minutes of phonics 
instruction per week. However, when the district actually 

measured how teachers spend 
their time, they 

Many principals and  
many managers believe  
that they know how their 
staff spend their time. 
However, perception  
rarely matches reality. 
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uncovered substantial variation. In some 
classrooms, well over 100 minutes of phonics 
instruction were delivered per week; in others, 
fewer than 40 minutes were delivered (Exhibit 
4). Some teachers lacked the skills and training 
to deliver high-quality phonics instruction, and 
so simply taught very little of it; other teachers 
provided so much phonics that it cut into other 
important topics; still others delivered phonics in 
nearly perfect accordance with the district’s plan. 

By being very thoughtful and very clear about 
what is expected in terms of the activity, amount, 
and actor and then collecting the actual data on 
how these expectations are implemented, the 
district has been able to improve teacher practice 
and manage resource allocation with much 
greater precision. Reading coaches, professional 
development, and principal observers can all be 
targeted to the areas where the guideline of 100 
minutes of phonics per week is not being met. 
The result is higher-quality literacy instruction 
for all students, regardless of the school they 
attend or the teacher to whom they are assigned. 

Thoughtfully Grouping Students 
Based on Need

This framework for effective use of time also 
has implications for the most basic form of 
school organization: the classroom. In many 
schools, classroom assignment—not student 
need—drives much of how time is used and 
who provides the instruction. Once students 
are assigned a teacher at the beginning of the 
year, all students in a class receive the majority 
of their instruction from the same teacher, 
and get very similar activities during the day. 
Between different rooms, class size typically 
remains constant. Only at the margins (e.g., 
via pullout by Title I or special education 
teachers) do students receive a small dose of 
customization and teacher specialization.
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In certain places across the country, this typical classroom 
organization has been upended. In 2007, the fifth-grade 
math teachers at one Massachusetts school decided that the 
traditional model, with static classroom assignments formed 
once at the beginning of the year, was not working. Teachers 
launched their own initiative to periodically shuff le classroom 
assignments based on student needs. Every other week, each 
fifth-grade student would take a common assessment, and on 
Sunday mornings, teachers met over breakfast to pore over 
the results. Based on this data, teachers regrouped students 
and matched them with the teachers best suited to meet their 
needs. For instance, one week, all students struggling with 
place value were grouped together with the teacher strongest 
at teaching place value. Other students had mastered the 
chapter, and so were moving on to alternate material. Unlike in 
the typical classroom model, class size also became a variable 
to manage, with the most experienced teachers and most 
advanced students participating in larger math classes, while 
those that struggled were supported by smaller class sizes. 
By f lexibly grouping students with similar needs and pairing 
them with teachers best suited to meet their needs, this school 
was able to maximize the benefit of each hour of instruction 
(Exhibit 5).

What was the result of this experiment in actively managing 
student “audiences” ? Within one year, the school’s fifth-grade 
math proficiency increased from 38% to 68%. Indeed, the 
increase in proficiency was so dramatic that it drove up the 
overall district average from 40% to 51%.

Of course, replicating this success story at large scale would 
be far from simple. This arrangement relied on the heroic 
efforts of teachers who went far beyond their prescribed duties. 
In their Sunday morning scheduling sessions, they used 100 
post-it notes—a student’s name written on each—to regroup 
students. While challenging for 100 students, this type of 
exercise would be impossible for 1,000. 

However, thoughtfully grouping students with similar needs 
is possible with the help of data analytics and scheduling 
expertise. In New York City’s public schools, a pilot program 
called School of One used technology to match students to 
teachers and activities on a daily basis. Students took daily 
quizzes, and an algorithm used the results along with other 
factors (such as student preferences and the assignment of 

other students and teachers) to determine a student group, 
teacher, and lesson most appropriate for the next day. The 
program’s designers are now piloting similar programs all 
across the country (known as Teach to One outside of New 
York), and are seeing student math growth at approximately 
1.5 times the national average.7 Even for districts without such 
sophisticated algorithms or technology infrastructure, simple 
tools and scheduling experts can help any district more 
thoughtfully group students on a smaller scale.

Leveraging Time to Help Teachers 
Become Better Teachers

For staff, perhaps the most interesting application of this 
framework is regarding districts’ efforts to help teachers 
become better teachers. Professional development in 
its many forms (e.g., lectures, courses, coaching sessions, 
planning meetings) requires a significant investment of 
time. And although over 80% of teachers believe that  
professional development is important to improving student 
outcomes, only about 40% of teachers believe that their current 
professional development is helping.8  

Class size also became a 
variable to manage, with the 
most experienced teachers 
and most advanced students 
participating in larger math 
classes, while those that 
struggled were supported by 
smaller class sizes.
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Consider, for instance, a typical teacher planning session 
such as a professional learning community (PLC) or data 
team meeting. Typically, these teams are formed based on 
teachers’ grade, school, or subject area, but not based on 
expertise. Instead, schools hope that somebody will be in the 
room with expertise worth sharing, and that those experts will 
carry the day. Oftentimes, this veteran teacher dominates the 
discussion in PLCs. 

What happens, though, when the veteran teacher is not the 
most effective? Or worse, what happens when, of the few 
teachers assembled in one room, none is a highly effective 
teacher? It is unclear how, by working together, these teachers 
will ever become highly effective. By not carefully matching 

the “audience” to the “actor,” this school has squandered 
valuable planning time on activities that are likely to have no 
effect on professional growth or student learning. 

With teachers, as with students, who provides or leads 
teacher improvement efforts is key to effectiveness. Schools 
and districts that have paid close attention to the “Three 
As” when designing teacher improvement efforts have been 
successful in dramatically improving the effectiveness of 
professional development.

Scaling Best Practices 
for Everybody

These best practices have already proven their worth for 
schools and districts across the country. But as is so often the 
case, the challenge lies in scaling them. 

Given the incredible complexity of any school district, scaling 
these best practices will require the use of big-data analytics 
and sophisticated scheduling analysis. Although many districts 
lack data on how staff and students spend their time, this data 
is not unknowable. And although effective scheduling is a 
challenging task, it is a skill that can be developed or accessed. 

Should districts succeed in implementing these practices at 
scale, the rewards for students could be enormous. Not only 
can effective use of time improve the quality of teaching 
and learning that occurs for all students, but it can do so 
while reducing costs, increasing equity of staff workload, and 
increasing leaders’ abilities to allocate precious resources 
to achieve their visions. In today’s environment of higher 
standards, dwindling budgets, and increasing state and federal 
mandates, careful management of an organization’s time is an 
opportunity too important to overlook.   
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NOTES

Not only can effective use of 
time improve the quality of
teaching and learning that 
occurs for all students, but it
can do so while reducing costs, 
increasing equity of staff
workload, and increasing 
leaders’ abilities to allocate
precious resources to achieve 
their visions.
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