“Should School time be extended each day and in the summer?”
Tennessean, October 6, 2009.

President Obama has suggested that time in school should be extended. Many successful charter schools have longer hours and longer schedules than public schools. An American child attends school for 25% less time than a child in Korea. In fact 80% of the Korean and Japanese secondary school students attend two schools (official statistics are kept at only one of them). Classes in public school begin at 7:30 AM and finish at 4:30 PM. But then children proceed to juku or hogwan schools (cram schools) which begin at 5:30 PM and finish at 10PM, often six days/week, spending as much as 70 hours/ week studying the official curriculum. Children in these countries perform considerably better on tests of math, science and reading. If we want our children to learn more, is it not reasonable to suggest that they should attend school longer? 

Unfortunately, it is not so simple. American children have more homework than children in other countries, but lower achievement. This suggests that the content of the homework is often just ‘busy-work’. Although they spend less time in school than Koreans, Americans spent 29% more time in elementary school and 43% more time in secondary school than in other OECD countries. 
Two factors complicate the assumption that more time in school would lead to more learning. First is what American children do out of school. The average child in grade 8 spends 1.8 hours working at home or in part-time paid employment. This is 2.5 times more than a child in Japan and more than children in any other OECD country. An 8th grade child in the Russian Federation spends over an hour/day out of school reading books for enjoyment, twice the American average. 
Second is what happens in school. American schools experience more interruptions in class. Interruptions may include the principal announcing that the time of cheerleading practice or parent’s night has been changed. It may include a wide dispersion of curriculum objectives with no coordination across states. It may include the priority of sports instead of algebra. What the Nation At Risk study reported two decades ago – that American school life  is like a cafeteria without priority between soup and dessert – has not been rectified. In American schools time is often wasted in terms of learning.

Unless allocated more efficiently, more time in American schools may not lead to greater learning. But there is no doubt that more time could help. The key would be to decide whether additional time would be allocated in the same way as current school time. 
To be effective students should attend longer hours and days/year, but those who fall behind should receive special tutoring. Summer school should not be confined to those in academic difficulty.  Special tutoring should be offered to ‘high fliers’, students who need a greater challenge. The opportunity to teach in summer schools should be offered only to the best teachers; perhaps one in five applicants should be accepted. Teachers should be compensated so that they felt honored by being asked to teach in the summers. Their effectiveness should be judged carefully. In this way more time can accomplish what we all want for it. 
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