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Block Scheduling : 
Does it have  an im pact on student learning?

As part of the national school reform effort to ensure American students receive a world class 
education, schools across the country are implementing strategies that depart from more 
traditional learning structures. One such method, known as block scheduling, is currently 
being employed in school districts across the states. But what is block scheduling, and what 
kind of impact is it having on student learning? This information brief summarizes research 
findings on the impact of block scheduling on student learning and other related issues for 
school leaders interested in learning more about this particular school reform method. 

W hat is B lock Scheduling?
Block scheduling is an initiative often implemented at the middle and high school levels and 
is designed to make more efficient use of the school day to improve student performance. 
Simply put, block scheduling provides fewer class periods each day that meet for longer 
periods of time. For example, instead of attending six daily classes that meet for 75 minutes 
each, students might have only four classes per day, each lasting 90 minutes. By increasing 
daily teacher-student contact time, block scheduling is an avenue for teachers to vary teaching 
methods and improve student learning. Longer class periods provide time for teachers to 
move away from lecture and other traditional teaching methods to techniques that actively 
engage students and provide an opportunity to go deeper into content learning and develop 
problem-solving and critical thinking skills and abilities.

W hat does B lock Scheduling look like? 
Block schedules exist in many different configurations. From the publication Block 
Scheduling: Innovations with Time (The Education Alliance at Brown University, 1998, pgs. 
2-4) listed here are two different block schedule examples, along with the advantages for 
both. 

4X4 Block Plan
This plan typically divides the school day into four 90-minute periods with time added for 
lunch and passing between classes. Each class lasts for one semester, although some schools 
make exceptions by maintaining the full-year schedule for Advanced Placement (AP) and 
music classes. Frequently teachers are responsible for teaching three classes each semester 
and are encouraged to use the fourth class for planning. Students enroll in four classes in the 
first semester and four new classes in the second semester (See Figure 1).
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Some advantages of the 4x4 block plan
�ƒ Students concentrate on only four courses per semester.
�ƒ Teachers work with fewer students during the semester.
�ƒ Students and teachers prepare for fewer courses each semester.
�ƒ Students may retake failed courses.
�ƒ Fewer textbooks are required.

Figure 1. Sample of a basic 4x4 block plan for eight courses

FALL SPRING

Course 1 Course 5

Course 2 Course 6

Course 3 Course 7

Course 4 Course 8

A/B Plan
This plan, also called an alternate day plan, organizes each day into four 90-minute periods 
but has a total of eight classes meeting over two consecutive days (“A Day” and “B Day”). 
Oftentimes, the blocked time “slides” or meets at different times during the day on a rotating 
basis. While this alternate day schedule allows for development of new teaching strategies, 
teachers still have a large number of students, and both teachers and students have as many 
classes for which to prepare (see Figure 2).

Some advantages of the A/B plan
�x Students receive increased instructional time.
�x Students have fewer classes, quizzes, and homework assignments each day.

Figure 2. Sample week of an annual A/B plan (alternative day) for eight courses

Monday
A-Day

Tuesday
B-Day

Wednesday
A-Day

Thursday
B-Day

Friday
A-Day

Monday
B-Day

Course 1 Course 2 Course 1 Course 2 Course 1 Course 2

Course 3 Course 4 Course 3 Course 4 Course 3 Course 4

Course 5 Course 6 Course 5 Course 6 Course 5 Course 6

Course 7 Course 8 Course 7 Course 8 Course 7 Course 8

For more information on block schedule configurations, download a copy of Block Scheduling: Innovations with 
Time at www.alliance.brown.edu.
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W hat does the research say about the im pact o f block scheduling?
To help Iowa school leaders understand how block scheduling influences student 
performance, the Iowa School Boards Foundation (ISBF) research team conducted a literature 
review of the research on block scheduling. 

The research questions
The following research questions guided the research article selection and analysis process:

1. Does block scheduling have an impact on student achievement?
2. What are the other effects of block scheduling?

The literature selection process
To identify potential studies to be included in the literature review, staff accessed various 
databases:

�x Education Resources Information Center (ERIC)
�x UMI ProQuest Digital Dissertations
�x Primary Search
�x Middle Search Plus
�x Dissertation & Theses

The database searches were conducted using the following search terms: block scheduling and 
academic achievement. Additional studies were identified from searches of web sites, tables 
of contents and the reference sections of previously reviewed studies and reports. The 
following criteria were used to identify studies to be included in the review:

�x Relevance – (the research question in the study relates to the question being examined)
�x Quality – (no significant flaws in the design of the study – study conducted according 

to the design)
�x Current – conducted within the past 40 years
�x Article type – scholarly research articles describing original research (including meta-

analysis articles)

The articles studied
As a result of the literature selection process, the ISBF team selected and analyzed six 
empirical studies that examined the impact of block scheduling on student achievement. 
These six studies reported research findings from at least 90 studies, involving more than 500 
schools in diverse parts of the country.  Some studies were conducted within the same school 
district while other studies were conducted across multiple school districts.  The studies in 
which the setting was clearly identified included urban, suburban, and rural settings. Studies 
varied by research design and included qualitative studies, quantitative studies, and mixed 
methods studies.  Some included studies within a single content area and some were studies 
across content areas.

The research studies included in the literature review examined the impact of block 
scheduling on student achievement (test scores), teachers’ instructional practices, and other 
related issues such as attendance and student discipline. Studies also reported findings on 
teacher and student perceptions about the impact of block scheduling. 
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Key research findings
From the study of the research, the ISBF team identified key findings related to the question: 
What is the impact of block scheduling on student achievement? In addition, key findings 
related to other areas associated with blocked scheduling were also identified.  

�9 Student achievement
The impact of block scheduling on student achievement was mixed. Some studies 
showed a positive impact on test scores, while other studies showed students in 
traditionally scheduled classes significantly out performed the block scheduled students. 
Some studies showed a decrease in achievement among students in block scheduled 
schools, and some studies showed little or no impact on achievement.

�9 Instructional practices
The impact of block scheduling on instructional practices was mixed. Some studies 
reported that teachers varied their teaching techniques after the implementation of block 
scheduling while other studies showed no change in teaching practices. Teachers reporting 
change in their instructional practices typically said they had more time to experiment 
with different methods and some said they had more time to teach the learning objectives. 
By contrast, other studies reported little change in instructional practices between block 
teachers and non-block teachers. In addition, some block schedule teachers who taught 
classes with longer periods that finished in one semester reported they felt the pace of 
instruction had changed and left them feeling rushed, with less time to teach the 
curriculum. 

�9 Student discipline
The impact of block scheduling on student discipline was mixed. Of the studies that 
examined the impact of block scheduling on student behavior, some claimed student 
discipline improved while others reported that discipline had remained the same or 
declined. Some schools reported fewer disciplinary referrals after the implementation of 
block scheduling yet other studies reported that teachers had difficulty in managing 
student behavior in block scheduled classrooms. 

�9 Student attendance
The impact of block scheduling on student attendance was mixed.  Studies reported some 
attendance improvements at some schools, decreased attendance at others, and no change 
at others.

�9 Student and teacher perceptions
Students and teachers were generally positive about block scheduling.  However, high 
achieving students tended to be more positive about block scheduling than their lower 
achieving peers. Teachers and students perceived that block scheduling provided more 
time for one-on-one interaction and that block scheduling also helped improve student-
teacher rapport.
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Implications
Research tells us that reconfiguring a school schedule to give teachers more contact time with 
students may lead to improved student achievement, but studies also show it may not. Simply 
increasing classroom time as a method to improve learning is not a silver bullet. The analysis of 
the studies revealed that a significant issue related to block scheduling is how teachers use the 
extended class time to improve learning. In other words, for block scheduling to positively 
impact student learning, teachers must use the increased contact time efficiently and effectively 
by utilizing instructional strategies that engage students, promote deeper understandings of 
content, and develop critical thinking and reasoning skills resulting in improved learning 
outcomes for students. 

For more information on block scheduling, please contact Lou Ann Gvist at the Iowa School 
Boards Foundation, Lgvist@ia-sb.org, (515) 288-1991 or 1-800-795-4272. 
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