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language arts for the first block could be detrimental. 

Likewise, it might not be wise for an elementary school to 

schedule a 60-minute math block immediately after lunch 

and recess; instead, the schedule could allocate time after the 

extended break for teachers to hold a short class meeting to 

clarify expectations for the learning to follow.

Step 5. After the team has drafted the schedule, several 

teachers who are not on the committee should have the 

chance to review it. Their feedback should go back to 

the scheduling committee for consideration. Then the 

committee should share the process and the result with 

the entire school and reiterate the school mission and 

improvement goals as paramount. Make sure to solicit 

ongoing staff input; using an online questionnaire tool such 

as SurveyMonkey (www.surveymonkey.com), for example, 

can help ensure that the committee receives accurate and 

anonymous feedback. Realizing that not everyone will 

always be happy with the schedule can be liberating to the 

committee, whose primary focus, after all, is on students and 

achievement goals. Ensuring that the schedule works first for 

students and then for staff in an equitable manner can pay 

large dividends in maximizing instructional time.

Time for the Whole Child
Just as important as the nuts and bolts of transitions and 

scheduling is incorporating all students’ needs into the day. 

When schools take steps to build relationships and foster 

learning outside school walls, students will see that teach-

ers, principals, and the entire school community truly have 
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their best interests in mind. In turn, students will buy in to 

the notion that they can succeed in school.

Schoolwide mentoring program. In my third year as 

a principal, two teachers came to me with an idea. They 

realized that although many of our students had a particular 

teacher “assigned” to them—for example, students who were 

labeled as gifted or with special needs or who had a speech 

therapy or behavior plan—the vast majority of students did 

not have a particular teacher to check in on them. These 

two teachers’ leadership served as a powerful catalyst in 

initiating a schoolwide mentoring program that was fueled 

by their ability to form and maintain strong relationships 

with students (Sterrett, Sclater, & Murray, 2011). Three steps 

helped get this effort off the ground.

First, the two teachers defined the program. They gave 

it a name (their acronym was COSTS—Connecting Our 

Students, Teachers, and Staff ) and a purpose: they each 

wanted to be able to work with one specific student, on their 

own time (usually during lunch, a planning period, or before 

school during that “hidden curriculum” time identified by 

Principal Finn). They set an expectation of checking in with 

the student at least once each week. Then they shared their 

idea at a faculty meeting.

Next, the teachers took stock of the school’s existing 

needs and resources. After gauging faculty interest, they 

made two lists: (1) students who needed a mentor and 

(2) staff who were willing to be mentors. They looked at 

available times and possibilities, asking questions such as 

Would the student’s homeroom teacher be willing to release 
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him or her for a 20-minute break during my own lunch 

period? They devised sample introductory talking points to 

help teachers connect with their mentees. They provided 

permission letters for each interested student to take home 

that apprised the students’ parents of the program and its 

scope and format.

Third, the teacher leaders communicated with the men-

tors. Encouraging their colleagues to check in, sharing ideas 

and strategies that worked, and organizing one after-school 

field trip each semester (with administrative support of costs 

and transportation), such as a two-hour trip to the local 

apple orchard, helped instill a sense of community and con-

sistency. The fact that the program was initiated by teachers 

rather than mandated by administrators was key in making 

this a successful initiative.

Committing to build positive, consistent relationships 

cannot be undervalued in a climate of increasing mandates 

and responsibilities. Teachers willing to carve out a regular 

20-minute block and administrators willing to lead by exam-

ple and allocate resources can realize enormous dividends in 

student growth. Measures of the COSTS program’s success 

included positive student feedback and decreased discipline 

referrals. Teachers often remarked on how “their” students 

would seek them out to share a high grade on a test or invite 

them to attend their baseball game. Although relationships 

are difficult to measure, their impact is powerfully obvious 

to those in the school community.

Outdoor learning. In the ongoing discussion about 

improving education, most of us seem concerned principally 
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