
Block Scheduling

In the past few decades, many public secondary schools nationwide have implemented block 
scheduling.  Block scheduling divides the school day into longer class periods than the standard 
sixty-minute periods. Approximately one-fourth of secondary schools in Iowa have block 
scheduling.1  This IPRO report lists some of the common types of block scheduling and
summarizes the reported advantages and disadvantages of block scheduling.

Types of Block Scheduling

The block scheduling method consists of arranging the school day so that at least part of the day 
consists of class periods longer than the traditional length of sixty minutes or less.2  Some of the 
common forms of block scheduling are listed below.3

 Four ninety-minute class blocks per day.  The school year is then divided into two 
semesters rather than year-long courses. 

 A mixture of standard and large blocks. Some classes, such as band, typing, or foreign 
language, are often taught daily, while other classes are in longer blocks on alternate days. 

 Block periods with classes rotating every other day. 

Reported Advantages of Block Scheduling: 4,5

Proponents of block scheduling contend that longer class periods:

 Enhance students learning and encourage students to ask more questions.
 Give teachers more one-on-one time with students.
 Encourage variation in teaching techniques and in-class instruction. 
 Result in less homework each night for students. 
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Reported Disadvantages of Block Scheduling6

Opponents of block scheduling contend that longer class periods:

 Are not consistent with literature that shows the average attention span of young adults is 
less than an hour. 

 Leave too much time between classes if the classes meet every other day, leading 
students to forget information between classes. 

 Leave too much time between courses in the same subject if students only take one class 
in that subject each year.  For example, under block scheduling a class that would 
traditionally be taught in sixty minute periods all year long might be taught in a two hour 
class in one semester, thus meaning that students might not take the next course in this 
subject for up to nine months, leading to low retention.

 Puts a hardship on students transferring mid-year between block and non-block schools.
 Puts a hardship on students who are ill for short periods because missing a block is often 

the equivalent to missing two traditional periods. 

Conclusion

In the end, it is unclear whether block scheduling is an improvement over traditional scheduling.  
There have not been many studies that have systematically compared the effectiveness of the two 
methods and what little work has been done presents mixed results.  Measuring the effectiveness 
of the methods is made more complex because different students learn best under different 
methods. 
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