








Centennial High School marching band practice

The bill included provisions to lower
property taxes, raised teacher pay but
also mandated a school start date of no
earlier than the 4" Monday in August
and denied the use of any waivers by
school districts.

The issue under the microscope is
whether students progress and learn
more effectively if they have a later start
date, as in closer to Labor Day, or does
the plan for success involve starting
school earlier, near the first week in
August.

As many lawmakers and the tourism
industry applauded this latest law, school
districts like Frisco, grudgingly, were sent
back to the drawing board to carve out a
new calendar, one the majority of Frisco
parents could support. In addition, it
meant reorganizing academics and staff
and left the working parent scrambling
for alternative child care for the extended
summer break.

Texas State Senator Florence Shapiro
of Plano, representing Senate District
8, is chairman of the Senate Education
Committee. Sen. Shapiro said although
she believes in local control, they were
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in a standoff between supporters of local
control, supporters of starting school
after Labor Day in September and the
powerful tourism industry. Sen. Shapiro
said there were so many issues that had
to be addressed, from school finance to
TAKS testing, that she and many other
lawmakers sought a compromise.

The
didn't want any ifs,

tfourism  industry

ands or buts, so when a
compromise is reached
sometimes neither side

is happy.

“When we came in to the 2006
special legislative session, | recognized
immediately that this battle was going
to be waged again,” Sen. Shapiro said.
“The problem was the proponents
that wanted the school start date after
Labor Day versus those who did not
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want to change. We finally resolved and
reconciled with one another and we
picked the mandate to start no earlier
than the fourth Monday in August.”

Sen. Shapiro adds, “l don’t think the
tourism industry was happy with this
because they wanted school to start
after Labor Day — period. They did
not want any ifs, ands or buts, so when
a compromise is reached sometimes
neither side is happy and that seems to
me what we ultimately ended up with.”

Left with no alternative, Frisco and
school districts across the state have
implemented new school year calendars,
shortened or eliminated fall break,
adjusted the time off for Thanksgiving
break and pushed semester exams
to early January and the end of May.
As school officials made the needed
adjustments to get ready for the 2007-
2008 school year, many did not support
the policy of local control being taken
away.

“The students are going to school
the same number of days in the new
calendar compared to the old calendar,
so basically everything was moved back
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a couple of weeks regarding curriculum
and academics,” said Doug Zambiasi,
Frisco assistant superintendent for
Administrative Services.

As of May 2007, Frisco had more than
24,000 students enrolled in school with
more expected to enroll at the beginning
of this school year.

A 2006 Texas poll showed that 64
percent of the 1,000 adults surveyed
wanted the state to require classes to
start after Labor Day. Organizations
supporting a late school start date have
popped up across the state like the
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Texans for a Traditional School Year
(TTSY). Proponents of starting school
in early August are concerned that with
a late start date students taking end-of-
the-semester exams after the December
break are at a disadvantage and will lose
what they have learned.

With the 2007-2008 school year
underway, for now it is a wait-and-see
situation on what effects the mandate
will have.

A BREAK FROM ACADEMICS?

Frisco Independent School District
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(FISD) officials said this year’s academic
curriculum, extra curricular activities
along with after school programs have
been adjusted to fit the new calendar.
While it was challenging making all of
the changes, Mr. Zambiasi said Frisco’s
curriculum  and  instruction  would
continue at its high standard.

“We don’t believe the change in school
calendar will have a notable impact on
academics,” Mr. Zambiasi said. “The state
has revised the testing calendar so our
kids will be taking state tests in about the
same time frame as in the past so we do
not see a large academic impact.”

The adjustment we’ve
made to accomodate

the changes in the

school calendar is to

ensure that students

are prepared for
comprehensive

semester exams.

While the overall academic curriculum
plan faced few changes, middle school
and high school students will experience
a major upheaval in their schedule and
students will definitely feel the impact of
taking semester exams after their winter
break, something they have never had to
do before.

“In an ideal world | think everybody
likes the idea of being able to leave for
Christmas break and know that you have
your first semester completed. You have
a good feeling about that,” Mr. Zambiasi
said. “What we have planned is allowing
students a week when they return to
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study and prepare so they will have time
to get back with their teachers and review
the material before the final exam.”

The principal at Liberty High School
is one of many school administrators in
Frisco and across Texas who were busy
implementing the needed adjustments.
Liberty High School Principal Mike
Waldrip said parents should not be
concerned about the exam schedule
change.

“The adjustment
accommodate the changes in the school
calendar is to ensure that students are
prepared for comprehensive semester
exams following their return from Winter
Break,” Mr. Waldrip said. “Due to the gap
between the end of instruction and the
semester assessment, students will need
some additional time to re-familiarize

we've made to

themselves with the tested material once
they return from the break.”

But Frisco parents like Sally Whaley
and Paula Chibnall remain concerned.
Mrs. Whaley has three daughters, a high
school junior and senior and one starting
first grade. She said while her younger
daughter wouldn’t be affected; she’s
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worried about her older daughters.

“This means that Christmas break is
no longer a true break from the grind of
school because the students will have to
study and will have things hanging over
their heads,” Mrs. Whaley said. “In the
past they were able to end the semester
before the winter break so they honestly
got a break from it all. We could have
family in town to visit or we could go on
a trip,” Mrs. Whaley said. “Now we are
going to go back to having exams two
weeks after Christmas break and for high
school students often times their final
exams count as much as 30 percent of
their grade. From a high school student’s
perspective, it is a definite downer. |
think this is very serious.”

Mrs. Whaley believes everyone needs
time off, whether it is from work or
school, and she is disturbed that students
now will not be able to truly have time
away from the pressures of school.

Ms. Chibnall adds, “You have people
who say that the kids can study over the
holidays but they need to have a break as
well. It is ridiculous to think many of the
students are going to study. It’s not fair

to these kids to go on a ski trip or family
vacation and then have to worry about
studying and taking finals.”

No doubt, the core of Texas Public
Education is under the microscope.
Whether the late start date is the swing
vote issue in the next election, there is
no way to know this early if the new
mandate by the Texas Legislature will
meet the demands of a new generation.

Practices in Frisco for

many extra curricular
activities from football
fo volleyball began in
early-to mid-August.

Grass roots organizations like Texans
for a Traditional School Year (TTSY)
point to research and test scores that
indicate the early school start date
not only costs thousands of dollars
for school districts but, according to a
recently released American College Test
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exam scores study, starting school early

had no measurable impact on improved
student performance.

According to the American College
Test website, one of the nation’s widely
used college entrance exams, most of the
seven top-scoring states administer mid-
term exams after the winter break and
begin school in the later part of August
or the first of September.

Texas State Senator Craig Estes, who
represents Senate District 30, said all of
the research he has seen indicates that
the change in testing should not affect
student performance.

“Student learning and performance are
important factors in setting policy relating
to education,” Sen. Estes said. “A review of
academic performance in school districts
already administering fall semester
exams after the winter break reveal no
detriment to student performance. While
some may be concerned that a break
between instruction and exams may
harm student test scores, the experience
from other school districts in Texas and
across the nation indicates it should not
be a concern.”
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But Sen. Shapiro said she understands
the concern of parents. “Taking exams
after winter break was part of my
concern and why | was for local control
and allowing school districts to make
that decision,” Sen. Shapiro said. “l am
concerned about it, but | hope that as
we adjust to this new calendar, there
will be enough time in January for the
reviews so the youngsters can get plenty
of preparation prior to the tests.”

End-of-semester exams are not the
only school agenda affected. The uniform
school start date means that staff
development days that allow for teacher
training and professional development,
had to be adjusted to meet the new school
calendar. Professional development also
includes teachers focusing on content
and instructional strategies, finalizing the
alignment of curriculum as well as the
integration of technology.

“Research shows that if you space out
your staff development days throughout
the year it helps the effectiveness of the
training and the application of it,” said
Shana McKay-Wortham, FISD director
of communications. “The main thing was
looking at how many days we needed
throughout the year and how many days
we needed before school started and
students arrived.”

Not only faced with the rescheduling of
staff development days, Frisco ISD is the
fifth largest employer in Collin County
and to meet the demanding student
growth in Frisco the district hired close
to 500 new employees for the 2007-
2008 school year. Administrators faced
the challenge of incorporating the new
employees into the system in a timely
manner.

TEAMS MUST ‘CHANGE IT UP’

While school districts were busy
adjusting the academic school calendar,
the University Interscholastic League
made no immediate plans to delay the
start of high school activities.

Practices in Frisco for many extra
curricular  activities from  football
to volleyball began in early- to mid-
August. School officials had the option
of scheduling a later start date for team
practice and workout if they choose,
according to Mark Cousins, the UIL
athletic coordinator. The UIL said it
would evaluate if school superintendents

September 2007



Volleyball scrimmage at Liberty High School
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across the state were going to be altering
their timeline for athletics.

For baseball, it will be
an advantage  be-
cause our student body
will still be around as
baseball season winds
down in the spring.

“Our first varsity football game in
Frisco was on August 31, so the students
started school on August 27 and then we
had a football game,” Mr. Zambiasi said.
“It impacted our junior high a little bit
because they didn’t actually see kids until
the first day of school, Monday the 27,
because they didn’t have early practice
in football and volleyball. They had to
get ready faster for their season. But for
baseball, it will be an advantage because
our student body will still be around as
baseball season winds down in the spring
and because the season always goes into
June with the playoffs.”

Mr. Zambiasi adds, “When school
ended before Memorial Day the baseball
kids were still playing and didn’t have the
student support because the kids were
graduating and moving on. That will be
different this year.”

ARITHMETIC OF LATE START DATES
While reading, writing and arithmetic
are issues at the forefront of the later
school start date, supporters point to
potential savings in expenses for school
districts as well, for example, not having
to air condition school buildings during
the hottest month of the year.

Many Texas lawmakers believe that
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starting school in late August could
potentially save Texas taxpayers millions
of dollars in school district expenses.
TTSY Executive Director Tina Bruno
points to the later school start date in
Tulsa, OK, where the school district
reportedly saved $500,000 in utility costs
when the school board voted to move the
school start date for public schools from
August |19 to post Labor Day. School
districts like Frisco won’t be able to tally
up potential savings until next summer.
“As a District we are always interested
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in saving our taxpayers money and our
energy management group will track our
energy expenses for comparison purposes
as we monitor potential cost savings,”
Mr. Zambiasi said. “We are hopeful that
this change will result in lower AC and
electric bills.”

The later start date allowed for
construction to continue on Frisco
schools, especially helpful after delays
during the early part of the summer due
to the heavy rain the area received. Mr.
Zambiasi said the district opened five new

Emma Whaley ready for school
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schools this school year. Frisco also has
two middle schools and two elementary
schools under construction with plans to
open for the 2008-2009 school year.

“The later start date was helpful and
allowed us more time to get all our new
schools just right and complete punch list
items as we prepared for the later start
date,” Mr. Zambiasi said.

Schools in Tulsa,
Oklahoma saved
$500,000 in utility costs.
districts  like

Frisco won’t be able

School

fo tally up potential
utility savings until next
summer,

The uniform start date also creates a
more uniform end date. That caught many
school districts in the large metroplex
school districts like Frisco, Plano and
Dallas for scheduling the location of
their graduation ceremonies. Now, with
students throughout the Dallas-Fort
Worth metroplex graduating at the same
time — the search was on for a facility
big enough for the Frisco high school’s
graduation ceremonies.

“It was already hard enough trying to
book a graduation ceremony with all
the local school districts graduating at
different times. There aren’t that many
places large enough to hold graduation
ceremonies that include large numbers
of students, family and friends. Now
with everyone getting out of school at
the same time, many places were already
booked,” Ms. McKay Wortham said.
“That was a surprise that came into play
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when we were going over the calendar
and trying to prepare for the change of
dates for when school starts and gets
out. We have secured a facility and the
Frisco graduation ceremony for the class
of 2007-2008 will be held at Garland ISD
Special Events Center on June 6.”

TOURISM POWER PUNCH

Along with parent groups that have
formed over the past couple of years to
support pushing the school start date to
September; the powerful lobbying force
of the tourism industry played a major
role in bringing about the mandatory
school start date.

Six Flags Over Texas and other popular
destinations are expected to benefit from
the extended summer along with making
the needed adjustments to their daily
operations. More local venues like the
RoughRiders and Hawaiian Falls are able
to retain their student employees who
work day or late evening shifts for a few
more weeks. The employers are relieved
to have workers able to complete the
vacation season and the kids can earn a
few more bucks. And with school not is
session, the traditional vacation season
is not cut short providing a longer and
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potentially more profitable season for
entertainment and recreation hot spots.

Organizations like the Texas Travel
Industry Association (TTIA) has always
supported bringing back the later school
start date that had cut short summer
vacations.

TTIA is a non-profit organization,
based in Austin with a membership of
businesses, organizations, associations
and  individuals  including  travel
destinations like the Natural Bridge
Caverns in New Braunfels, the Texas
Rangers Baseball Club, the Dallas
Cowboys and Texas Stadium along
with Convention and Visitors Bureaus
across the state. TTIA is dedicated to
developing Texas tourism and works to
acquire funding for tourism marketing
and visitor services in state government.

“It couldn’t have come at a better
time with all of the rain we have had
across the state that may have delayed
travel plans this year. This gives families
a chance to travel in August and for
us to test it,” said Paul Serff, president
and CEO of the Texas Travel Industry
Association. “The cooler temperatures
and the fact that we are drying out now
will benefit tourism across the state.”

Sen. Estes voted for the school reform
bill. “Providing more family vacation time
and benefiting tourism was one of the
reasons for moving the uniform school
start date back to the fourth Monday in
August,” Sen. Estes said. “Another factor
in the decision, however, is the potential
savings in tax dollars in reduced utility
bills by not having to cool classrooms
during the high summer heat of early- to
mid-August.”

Regarding extra curricular activities
starting before the school bell even
rings, Sen. Estes said the University
Interscholastic League (UIL) sets their
own dates statewide.

“The University Interscholastic
League already sets a uniform start date
for extracurricular activities regardless
of when the individual school districts
begin their academic classes,” Sen. Estes
said. “Therefore, a uniform practice
start date and a uniform class start date
will mean student athletes and teams will
receive the same hours of practices and
preparation before their competition
schedule begins.”

TTIA figures from 2005 show travel
spending at $49.2 billion, up 10.8
percent from 2004 and with the later
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Paula Chibnall and daughters packing for school
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school start date; Mr. Serff said he
believes travel destinations throughout
Texas will see a significant increase in
tourism dollars.

“We will be contacting the theme
parks as well as zoos, museums and
hotels,” Mr. Serff said. “If there was the
ability to travel the last couple of weeks
in August | think you will see a lot of
folks, hopefully, took advantage by taking
educational trips plus the fun trips.”

The UIL already sefts
a uniform start date
for extracurricular
activities regardless of
when individual school
districts begin  their

academic classes.

Mr. Serff said he knows the tourist
industry was geared up and prepared
for the longer summer and he believes
parents enjoyed the additional time
before starting school because it expands
the summer and gives families a chance
to do more things.

“Every survey that | have ever seen
about the issue overwhelmingly supports
a later school start date,” Mr. Serff said.
“I think the people of Texas, from what |
have heard, are glad it is here.”

For now everyone from parents,
students, state lawmakers, school board
members and school administrators are
in a wait-and-see mode regarding if the
late school start date will pass or fail for
coming years.

DeAnn Daley Holcomb is a freelance writer
living in Plano.
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