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Abstract

Several of Charles County’s public middle schools are transitioning from traditional to block style schedules. In order to best plan future budgets, building designs, and hire appropriate staff, it is becoming increasingly necessary to look at the effects these changes have on certain programs in the schools. Due to the fact that there is an inadequate amount of research concerning how this particular type of schedule affects the media center, that is to be the focus of this proposed study. Exploration of the impact that the implementation of a block style schedule has on the school library media center and its programs will be conducted using a time-series-design longitudinal study. The study will span three school years in time and consist of collecting data on circulation rates and library usage. Data will be collected via monthly and yearly circulation reports utilizing the county’s existing Follet software. Library use information will be gathered via a tracking chart created by the researcher. It is expected that the findings will reveal an increase in the demand for library use and an increase in the circulation of non-fiction materials. It is further expected that several action research studies will develop based on the conclusions drawn from this study.
Introduction

Many secondary schools are making the move to block scheduling. Much research has been conducted on the benefits of moving from a traditional schedule to a 4 period block style day; however, very little research has been documented on the impact this change has on the school library media program.  
A review of the available literature clearly demonstrates that there is a serious lack of research on this topic. In order for schools to make informed decisions concerning library media budgets, renovations, use of space, and hiring of staff when moving away from traditional schedules, documentation of the realities of block scheduling’s effect on the library program is required.  Considering the fact that Charles County already has several new schools slated to be built in the next five years, this matter is of utmost importance if the county’s desire is to design each school with success and functionality in mind. 

The purpose of this longitudinal study is to explore the impact of block scheduling has on the school library media center and its program at Charles County Public Middle Schools. What impact does the implementation of a block schedule have on middle school library media centers and their programs in Charles County Public Schools? In order to honestly answer that question, there are two primary factors that need to be given consideration- circulation rates and demand for library services. 

During the course of the study, it is expected that more questions will be brought to light. How can media centers be proactive about the potential problems that come with this type of schedule in order to really reap the potential benefits? Will the suggestions presented in the current literature actually lead schools into a smooth transition when implemented? Based on the findings from this initial study, more research may be conducted in the areas of effective scheduling, proactive measures, and collaborative planning, as needed.
Definitions

A block schedule is defined as a 4 period day in which each class period is 90 minutes long. Classes alternate between A and B days. On A days, students might have Language Arts, mathematics, Social Studies, and a related arts class. On B days, students might have Language Arts, mathematics, science, and a related arts course. Related arts courses are Spanish, pre-engineering, band, art, chorus, strings, health, physical education, and computers. Core classes such as Language Arts, Social Studies, mathematics, and science are full year courses. Related arts classes are semester courses. The following terms will be considered interchangeable for the purposes of this study: librarian, teacher-librarian, media specialist, school librarian, and school media specialist. School library or media center are also to be considered equal terms for the purpose of this study.

Literature Review

While there is a multitude of information ready to be accessed concerning block scheduling, there remains a great need to explore the impact that block scheduling has on the school library media center as there is a serious lack of quality research on this specific aspect of block scheduling available.  Small (2006) reports that out of over 500 ERIC documents and one million web sites addressing block schedules in schools, a mere 10 of those documents actually zeros in on how block scheduling impacts the school library media center. Even more surprising is the fact that so few of the articles available are not research oriented. 

Several articles were composed in 1999 that share similar findings and themes (Farmer 1999; Fisher 1996; Geiken & Larson 1999; Gierke 1999; Lincoln 1999; Powers 1999, Ready 1999). The general consensus seems that block schedules allow students more time to learn and use new information seeking skills (Farmer 1999; Fisher 1996; Geiken & Larson 1999). The need for teachers and librarians (teacher-librarians, media specialists) to plan prior to scheduling time in the library was reiterated several times (Farmer 1999; Powers 1999; Youssef 1999). Another commonality was the concept of scheduling more than one class in the media center per block period (Farmer 1999, Geiken & Larson 1999; Gierke 1999; Lincoln 1999). It was also noted that the school media center was used more frequently on the block schedule than it had been on the traditional schedule (Fisher 1996; Richmond 1999). The increased demand for library services was generally viewed as a positive.

One benefit of block scheduling appears to be that students now have the opportunity to effectively engage in in-depth research. The longer periods present in a block schedule make the concept of teaching students information seeking strategies and also allowing them time to practice and refine these skills in one shot a reality (Farmer 1999; Geiken & Larson 1999).  All research projects are not one shot deals, but the learning of skills can now be much more closely connected to their actual application- a definite benefit for beginning researchers. 

Library orientation lessons, which include check out procedures, familiarization with the layout of the media center, and an overview of how to access and utilize both print and non-print resources, are mentioned as key components to running a successful media center (Geiken & Larson 1999; Lincoln 1999; Youssef 1999). The literature suggests that these orientation sessions are most useful when conducted early on in the school year and when the key information is repeated throughout the year as need arises. 

The dire need for collaboration between the classroom teacher and the library media specialist is highlighted on numerous occasions. Youssef’s (1999) article provides a clear example of the preplanning, continuous support throughout the research unit or project, and follow-ups that are necessary for success.  Lincoln (1999) also backs the idea that strong partnerships between teachers and librarians are beneficial. Farmer (1999) and Geiken & Larson (1999) stress the importance of teachers and librarians engaging in professional dialogue (possibly during team meetings) so that they are aware of what major projects are being assigned across the grade level in order to make informed decisions about materials and library time needed. 

A survey of LM_NET colleagues by Gierke’s (1999), as well as messages from Fisher’s (1996) online discussion group, presented several basic observations that were supported by the other available literature. Days are faster paced and demand is high and frequent for library services in a block-scheduled school. More opportunity to work with individual students was cited. Planning prior to scheduling library time is necessary, and it is a common occurrence that multiple classes are scheduled in each block. A correlation between the demand for services and circulation was not found with any certainty. In fact, many librarians noted a decrease in circulation (especially fiction) during the first year of switching to block scheduled classes. Funding to make meeting the demand for materials in new areas, lunch time for librarians, renovations to accommodate the increased number of patrons frequenting the media center, and having enough quality staff to handle the demanding work load are among the concerns expressed by the media specialists surveyed.  

Richmond (1999) comments on several of these concerns and presents possible solutions such as forming a partnership with local public libraries for needed materials, checking out carts of reserved materials to classrooms, and encouraging the use of non-print resources when appropriate.  Holding small group staff in-services on topics such as Big6 and training on electronic databases might also provide the media specialist with a bit of relief and extra help during crunch times. 

Geiken & Larson (1999) and Ready (1999) address some problems that media centers may face under block scheduling. One issue focused on is teachers’ adjustment to this new schedule (being cognizant of the amount of time students actually need to complete assignments in the library and planning for materials needed such as reserved books and word processing computers).  Geiken & Larson’s (1999) study of two schools touches on the fear that many teachers who are new to block scheduling have that there is not time enough to cover essential curriculum let alone go to the media center and conduct research. Multiple recommendations are provided for media specialists to help make the transition to block scheduled classes smooth and successful for all involved. Monck (1999) offers several easy to implement problem solvers (master calendar, flexible scheduling, and binder to keep track of skills taught) that librarians in schools with nontraditional schedules may find useful.   

A much needed research study was finally conducted by Huffman (2005). Her work specifically addressed three areas in which block scheduling might impact the school library media center. These areas were time, resources, and productivity. Unfortunately, findings were inconclusive in terms of backing much of the previously documented conclusions about the effect block scheduling has on the library program. Huffman did conclude that while previously published literature notes significant differences between schools with traditional and block schedules, the results of this study do not support those findings. 

Small (2006) makes it clear that further exploration in the form of planned research activities on this topic is needed. Small’s suggested topics for research are:

Longitudinal studies that look at the effects of block scheduling on library services and resources over time, studies that look at schools with and without block scheduling, and the effects on block scheduling on student learning of research skills at the middle and high school levels.

Reviewing the available literature confirms Small’s (2006) comments. There is a definite lack of reliable and valid research to be found concerning the impact implementing block schedules has on school library media centers. At this point in time, a longitudinal study is in serious demand so that schools might be able to make informed decisions concerning the media center and its uses, materials, and staffing. Will circulation (especially fiction) drop during the first years of transitioning to a block schedule? How will circulation change over time?  The articles reviewed suggest that media centers will see in increase in use and demand for services. Will that actually be the case? As classroom teachers become more comfortable with the schedule change, will the demand for library services fade? 

Research Questions

What impact does the implementation of a block schedule have on middle school library media centers and their programs in Charles County Public Schools? 

1. Do school libraries really experience a drop in circulation (especially fiction) during the first years of transitioning to a block schedule? 

2. Will circulation increase as time passes?  

3. Will the media center see more or less use? 

4. Does the increase in demand for library services continue over several years or is it simply a fad that will fade as classroom teachers become more comfortable with the schedule change?
Methodology
This descriptive research study is longitudinal in design as data will be collected over a period of at least three years. The specific type of longitudinal study employed will be the time-series-design which means that data will be collected at regular intervals (monthly, semester, and annually) over an extended period of time. The researcher will gather needed data from existing databases (Follet Circulation Plus and Follet Reports), professional discussion, and a documentation chart.  Based on the findings and conclusions of this study, several action research studies may develop. This study requires relatively little start up money from the county. The primary needs from the county are simply man-power and support. 
Setting

Charles County Public School system is located in southern Maryland. There are six middle schools in the system. Each school is unique in nature ranging from rural to suburban settings. The populations of the schools range from approximately 500 to roughly 1250 students. 
Participants

The participants in the study will be all middle schools (currently four out of the six) in the Charles County Public School system that are operating on a block schedule. The primary source of contact and data collector at each site will be the school library media specialist. 
Data collection procedure

The tools needed for data collection are few and should already be in existence and use at each school involved in the study: paper, pen, and computers with Follet circulation software and Microsoft Word or Excel. Monthly and yearly circulation reports will be printed out and submitted to the researcher for review by school librarians using Follet.  Current journals such as School Library Journal and Teacher-Librarian may be reviewed by the library staff on a consistent basis as an attempt to troubleshoot problems as they arise. Librarians will have the opportunity to report on their findings at each Library Media department meeting and have a professional dialogue about practices which are effective, as well as new concerns. Records of media center use will be kept by the media specialist each semester. (See Appendix A) Collections are to be reviewed annually and notations will be made as to where the majority of the budget is being spent (fiction, non-fiction, non-print resources, etc.). 
Method of data analysis

Circulation reports will be reviewed and analyzed by the researcher to determine if school libraries experienced a drop in circulation (especially fiction) during the first years of transitioning to a block schedule. They will also be reviewed and charted using a software program such as Microsoft Word or Excel to determine if circulation increased as time passed. (See Appendixes B & C)  Records of media center use will be collected and analyzed each semester by the reviewer in order to determine the amount and type of use occurring. If there is an increase in services, this data will serve to address if the increased demand for library services continues over several years or fades as classroom teachers become more comfortable with the schedule change. The descriptive notations will be analyzed to determine if current library media budgets are sufficient (majority of monies used and majority of needs met). 
Limitations 

Administrators dictate the schedule for each school year. Since the decision on how to best schedule the school day is at the discretion of principals, the sample group may be altered as administrators are transferred and/or replaced. It is also quite possible that the media specialist in any given school may retire or request a transfer causing that school to be removed as a participant. Therefore, the possibility exists that the sample group will diminish as time passes. 

Delimitations

All Charles County Public middle schools operating on a block style schedule will be invited to participate in the study.  Documentation will be restricted to the time frame of the school year. Data collection and reflection will continue for three consecutive school years.
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Appendix

Appendix A
Library Usage Tracking Chart
	Date
	Name/Class
	Time in/out
	Purpose

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	


Possible purposes:
Book check out/in





Research





Library lesson





Word processing




Use technology (burn CD, scanner, etc.)
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