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Memorandum 
 
 
 
To:    Board of Education 
   
From:   Richard C. Tracy, District Performance Auditor 
 
Date:    September 22, 2009 
 
Re:  Performance Audit – Benefits and Costs of Multiple School 

Calendars at the Portland Public School District 
 
 
Attached is my audit report on school calendars at the Portland Public Schools. 
The report provides an analysis of the benefits and costs of employing multiple 
calendars in the District. The audit was performed in response to the 2009 
Performance Audit Plan approved by the School Board. 
 
I would like to thank the District management and staff for their assistance and 
cooperation in conducting this audit.  
 
I look forward to meeting with you at upcoming Board and committee meetings to 
more fully discuss the report’s findings and recommendations. Thank you for your 
ongoing support.  
 
 
cc: 
Carole Smith  
Jollee Patterson 
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INTRODUCTION 

stablishing the annual school calendar is an important decision for the Portland 

School District.  The annual calendar establishes school start and end dates, 
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€ Number and dates of teacher planning days -  The teacher collective 



 

Annual School Calendar Audit < 6 > September 2009 

Waivers and exceptions to the approved calendar and teacher contract  

nder certain conditions, PPS also permits each individual school to request 

changes to the Board approved school calendars. Waivers and contract 

exceptions are most commonly requested for the following reasons: 

€ Changing the dates of Fall parent/teacher conferences -  Many but not all schools 

request approval to hold evening conferences on the Monday of Thanksgiving 

week rather than Wednesday morning of the day before Thanksgiving. These 

requests are routinely approved by district management and the Portland 

Association of Teachers and permit teachers to have a full day off proceeding the 

two day Thanksgiving school closure.   

€ Changing to a trimester or to a quarter calendar -  Over the past several years, a 

number of elementary and middle schools have requested to change their quarter 

calendar to a trimester calendar. The request requires approval of management 

and the Portland Association of Teachers. Currently, the great majority of 

elementary schools are on a trimester calendar while almost all high schools are 

on a quarter calendar.  

€ Starting school later or dismissing earlier on certain days - Some schools request 

a delay in the morning school starting hour or an earlier dismissal hour in the 

afternoon on certain days or routinely every week. Delayed starting times or early 

dismissal times are often intended to provide teachers with specialized 

professional development or team coordination opportunities, or to permit 

students to participate in some other activity outside of school.  

€ Different or staggered school year start times for various grades –  Many schools 

request that certain grades, particularly kindergarten, sixth, and ninth grade, start 

the school year either before or after other grades begin school. Delayed start of 

kindergarten is intended to facilitate assessment and placement of students. 

Sixth and ninth grade only start on the first day of school is intended to help with 

the orientation of new students to the larger school environment.  

€ Alterations to the standard teacher workday – Some schools requests changes in 

the standard school start or end time to accommodate teacher assignments such 

as athletics, band, and other extracurricular activities. In addition, some schools 

have established unique daily bell schedules that allow teachers to report earlier 

or stay later than union agreement provisions.  
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If the calendar change does not affect teacher contract provisions, the district 

management may approve the change upon submittal of an electronic waiver request 

form describing the details of the request and providing documentation on the school 

“bell schedule”1 and estimated annual instructional hours by grade level under the 

requested calendar change. Calendar waivers are not approved if the change results in 

fewer instructional hours than required by state regulation. To assist schools in 

completing waiver requests and providing details on instructional hours, instructions on 

the waiver process and a spreadsheet tool for calculating annual instructional hours is 

provided on the Administrative Connection PPS network site.  

If the requested calendar change requires an exception to the provisions of the 

teacher contract, each school must receive approval from the Portland  Association of 

Teachers. For example, if the calendar change requires moving to a trimester calendar 

instead of a quarter calendar, the teacher union approves this change. Union 

representatives at each school are responsible for coordinating with the principal to 

determine if a contract exception is needed. The representative polls all teachers in the 

building to determine if at least 75 percent agree with the contract exception. Final 

approval for the exception is made by the Advocacy Committee of PAT.  

In certain cases, changes to the approved calendar require both district management 

approval and PAT contract exception approval. In these cases, school principals must 

receive written approval from district management and the Portland Association of 

Teachers.  

The system for processing and recording waivers and contract exceptions has been 

administered in several ways over the past few years. In school year ending in 2008-09, 

executive administrative assistants reporting to the two Assistant Superintendents were 

primarily responsible for ensuring all waiver and contract exceptions were processed 

appropriately to ensure district instructional time policies were met, all approvals from 

area directors and assistant superintendents were received, and records were retained.  

 
 
1  The school “bell schedule” provides details on the start and end times of the school day for 

each five day week, start and end times of individual class periods, and the length of student 
lunch, recess, and class passing times.  
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In addition to semester, trimester, and balanced calendars, school districts also 

utilize a variety of daily schedules and class periods. Schools commonly employ four, 

five, six, or seven class period days. Many schools employ a “block schedule” composed 

of class periods of 90 minutes or longer, while other schools use a combination of longer 

block periods and shorter standard length period of 50 to 60 minutes. Regardless of the 

number of class periods chosen for a particular school, sufficient instructional time must 

be achieved to address required state requirements and to provide sufficient learning 

time to earn high school credits needed for graduation.  

The following three schedules illustrate typical weekly schedules used in public 

school districts. The schedules illustrated are a standard seven period semester 

schedule, a five period trimester schedule, and common AB block schedule. 

Seven period semester schedule  (Source: Auditor analysis of professional literature) 

MON TUES WEDS  
Block day 

THURS  
Block day

FRI 

1 1 1 

2 2 
1 4 

2 

3 3  5 3 

4 4 Lunch Lunch 4 

Lunch Lunch Lunch 

5 5 
2 6 

5 

6 6 6 

7 7 
3 7 

7 

€ Two 18 week semesters  

€ Four grading periods 

€ 7 hour day 

€ Mon, Tues, Fri classes @  
52 minutes long 

€ Wed, Thursday block classes @ 90 
minutes  

€ One teacher preparation period each 
day 

€ Student typically takes  6 to 7 classes 
each semester and earns a total of 12 
to 14 units 
(6 to 7 credits per year) 
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Audit objectives, scope, and methods 

his audit had four primary objectives as follows:  

€ To review and evaluate PPS policies and procedures for establishing 

the annual school calendar 

€ To review and evaluate the processes for requesting and approving 

exceptions and waivers to the approved calendar 

€ To compare PPS’s annual calendar to other large Oregon districts  

€ To assess the benefits and costs of the multiple calendar system  

To address these objectives, I interviewed PPS managers and administrators, 

reviewed PPS policies, procedures, and records, and visited schools with different 

calendars and schedules. I met with representatives of the Portland Association of 

Teachers to determine their interests and concerns about the annual calendar process. I 

also met with members of the PPS school calendar committee to identify various factors 

that are considered in establishing the annual district calendar. I obtained estimates of 

various costs associated with implementing the school calendar for the 2008-09 school 

year.  I also conducted a telephone survey of seven large Oregon school districts to 

determine their methods for establishing the annual district calendar. I als[(Toe th)-5.4ti.4153 TD
0.0011 Tc
0öööööö ö ö ö ö ` » �X�af:factors 
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AUDIT RESULTS 

he PPS district provides schools significant flexibility to adopt various approved 

school calendars depending on the specific desires of individual schools. Over 

the past several years PPS schools have used one of three approved calendars: 

a quarter, a trimester, or a year-round calendar. (The year-round calendar options was 

not approved for use in the coming 2009-2010 school year.)  In addition, schools have 

requested and received a number of waivers and contract exceptions to these standard 

calendars to implement unique school-specific variations such as later start times or 

staggered start of the school year. While there are some specific benefits to providing 

flexibility to individual schools to customize their calendar, the variations in calendars 

throughout the district can be an administrative burden often resulting in higher costs, 

reduced revenue, and uncertain academic benefit. Compared to other large school 

districts in Oregon, PPS offers significantly more flexibility to individual schools to 

establish unique and customized academic calendars.  In view of the continuing financial 

pressures facing the district, a move to a more common calendar with minimal variations 

would help reduce costs, increase revenue, reduce administrative overhead, and 

increase instruction time. Although it may be relatively easy to reduce or eliminate 

calendar waivers and contract exceptions, the adoption of a specific common annual 

calendar will require significant planning to ensure that district goals are optimally 

addressed. 

The multiple calendar system at PPS: BENEFITS AND COSTS   

uring the 2008-2009 school year, 54 PPS schools followed a Trimester 

calendar, 30 schools followed a Quarter calendar, and 2 schools followed 

different Year-round calendars. In addition, PPS schools received management 

approval for approximately 111 waivers of various types to permit unique differences 

from the Board approved calendars.  The most common waivers to the approved annual 

calendar allowed parent conferences to be held on different days or evenings, permitted 

late start or early dismissal times at various schools, or established staggered start of 

school for kindergarten, sixth, and ninth grade students. Schools also requested 158 

exceptions to the union agreement with the teachers association such as holding 

T 

D 
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current/teacher conferences or special evening events on additional evenings in the Fall 

and Spring. 

Based on my discussions with PPS officials, union representatives, and parents, and 

my review of waiver and contract documents, I have identified both benefits and costs to 

the adoption of more than one approved calendar and the ability to create unique, 

school-specific calendars. The two sections that follow briefly describe the major benefits 

and costs associated with the multiple calendar system employed at PPS. A final section 

weighs the benefits of the current approach to calendar against the costs.  

BENEFITS of employing multiple calendars  

+ More site-based management:  School principals and staff value the ability to 

select and design the school calendar with their particular school in mind. Many 

believe that student and staff needs are better met if they have flexibility to depart 

from the established calendar standard. Site-based management is seen as 

positive contributor to better management, improved academics, and an 

improved work environment. 

+ Better student orientation and assessment:   Many principals believe that 

kindergartners, sixth graders, and ninth graders benefit from individual 

assessment or special orientation sessions without other students present prior 

joining a new and larger school environment. It is believed that assessment can 

help identify academic needs of kindergartners before full school begins and an 

orientation for six and ninth graders alone helps them adjust and transition 

successfully to a larger and more complex middle and high school conditions.   

+ More teacher planning and development time:  School principals often request 

delayed start on certain days or early release on other days to foster improved 

teacher planning and to provide professional development training. Additional 

time for joint teacher planning is viewed as an important way to improve team 

teaching, and to improve the assessment of student needs. Similarly, 

opportunities for specialized, site-based professional development helps address 

teacher development needs and may contribute to improved teaching and 

learning.  

+ Increased parent and community involvement:  Adding evening events to the 

school calendar for parent/teacher conferences or for conferences in the Spring 

helps increase parent attendance and expands the opportunities for parents to be 
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involved in their child’s school life. Principals believe that parental  involvement is 

key to better student achievement and increasing opportunities for parent/teacher 
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PPS managers and/or teacher association representatives to ensure 

instructional hour minimums were met, transportation and nutrition costs 
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Calendars employed in other Oregon school districts 

y survey of seven other large districts in Oregon shows that the majority of 

districts employ more than one calendar, typically a trimester calendar for 

elementary grades and a semester (quarter) calendar for high schools and 

some middle schools. However, only one of the seven districts I contacted permit 

revisions to the standard calendars to the extent allowed at PPS. Some districts permit 

flexibility in setting parent-teacher conferences and others allow staggered start of the 

school year for certain grades but none of the districts allow the wide range of different 

calendars that is common at PPS.  

As shown in the table below, four of the seven districts employ both a semester 

(quarter) and trimester school calendar. Although some districts have studied or 

experimented with “year-round” balanced calendars, none of the districts at the present 

time have established or approved a balanced calendar for schools in their district. 

Although trimester calendars are most commonly used in grades K-6 , a number of 

middle school in various districts use a trimester calendar and several high schools use a 

trimester calendar including Hillsboro High in the Hillsboro District, Southridge in the 

Beaverton District, and La Pine High School in the Bend-La Pine district.   

Only one other of the seven districts I contacted has implemented a process to allow 

waivers and contract exceptions to the standard calendars approved by their school 

boards. The Eugene district allows variations to the Board approved calendar if schools 

work with site councils, staff, and the union to reach agreements. Several other district 

officials indicated that they offer some flexibility for schools to establish different hours 

for parent teacher conferences or for start and dismissal of kindergarten. In addition, an 

official from the Salem – Keizer district told me that some schools have start and 

dismissal times that are different from other schools but they are actively restricting 

variations to develop a more consistent and uniform calendar for all schools. Several 

representatives told me that their districts strive for uniformity to control transportation 

costs and to improve communication with parents and families.  

 

 

M 
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BALANCED (YEAR-ROUND) CALENDAR 

Pros: 

€ Shorter summer break may reduce student knowledge loss  

€ More frequent breaks throughout the year helps reduce teacher 

stress and burnout 

€ Opportunity to provide enhancements or remedial education 

during the intersession breaks 

€ Potential for improved attendance because vacation 

opportunities occur throughout the year 

€ Multi-tracked balanced calendars can improve use of school 

facilities in crowded districts 

Cons: 

€ Community and parent resistance to shorter summer vacation 

€ Potential disruption to traditional athletic program and AP schedules 

€ Students and teachers may lose summer employment 

opportunities  

€ Research is inconclusive on impact on student achievement 

 

SEMESTER (QUARTER) CALENDAR  

Pros:   

€ Traditional calendar format of the district is understood by 

teachers,  administrators, and parents  

€ Current curriculum and lessons plans at most middle and 

high schools based on quarter calendar 

€ Provides at least four grading periods throughout the year 

Cons: 

€ Limits ability to increase number of credits that can be 

earned each year at high schools 

€ Second quarter interrupted with long holidays and vacations 

€ Potential calendar mismatch with elementary and middle 

feeder schools on trimesters 

€ Shorter time between grading periods allows less 

opportunity for student improvement 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

n order to establish an annual school calendar that lowers costs, increases 

revenues, and reduces the loss of student instructional time, the Portland Public 

School district should take the following actions: 

 

1. Discontinue the calendar waiver and contract exception process.   

Over the next year, the District should phase-out the approval of school calendar 

waivers and contract exceptions that reduce instructional time, increase 

transportation and administrative costs, and reduce nutrition revenues. While 

there may special circumstances where waivers and exceptions to the district 

standard may be appropriate, they should be infrequent and cost neutral.  

Waivers that reduce any amount of student instructional time should not be 

approved. In addition, in lieu of waivers and contract exceptions, the district 

should encourage all schools to take full advantage of the teacher contract 

provision that permits up to two hours weekly of training or meeting time beyond 

the normal school day.  

2. Strongly consider adopting a single common calendar for all school grade levels.  

Shifting all schools to a quarter, trimester, or balanced calendar would simplify 

administrative effort, lower costs, and improve coordination of teacher planning 

and training. In addition, a common calendar would improve communications and 

reduce the impact on families with children on different school calendars.  The 

selection of a single calendar, however, will require significant thought and 

planning to determine which calendar provides the most benefit to the district in 

meeting goals related to closing the achievement gap and increasing graduation 

requirements.  The district should conduct an in-depth study of the optimal 

calendar for PPS over the next year to inform any decision about selection of a 

common calendar.   
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MANAGEMENT RESPONSE 



 

Annual School Calendar Audit < 28 > September 2009 



 
 
PORTLAND PUBLIC SCHOOLS 
501 North Dixon Street / Portland, OR  97227 
Telephone: (503) 916-3200 / Fax: (503) 916-3110  Carole Smith 
Mailing Address: P. O. Box 3107/97208-3107 Superintendent 
Email: csmith1@pps.k12.or.us 
OFFICE OF THE SUPERINTENDENT 
  

 
September 8, 2009 
 
Dick Tracy, Performance Auditor 
Portland Board of Education 
501 N. Dixon St. 
Portland, Oregon 97227 
 
RE: School Calendar Audit  
 
Dear Mr. Tracy, 
 
Thank you for your assessment of the challenges inherent in Portland Public Schools’ 
varied school calendars, the costs of allowing such diversity, and the pros and cons of 
each calendar option. 
 
As we consider our PPS calendars, three main factors come into play.  The first, and most 
important, is educational: What calendar allows us to provide the greatest instructional 
time and most benefit to student achievement?  Families and community interests are 
another factor: What calendar makes it most likely that parents will participate in their 
children’s education, and how can we ensure that our school calendar meshes with the 
rest of a family’s life, be they work obligations or extracurricular and community 
opportunities?  The final concern is operations: How can we operate as efficiently as 
possible and cut unnecessary administrative overhead? 
 
Your audit helps us explore all of these factors and costs, and the trade-offs among the 
different options. 
 
You have proposed two broad recommendations: 
 
1) Discontinue the calendar waiver and contract exception process. 
 
Right now, our school district and individual schools must operate under severe 
constraints: the instructional time requirements of state law, the directives of district 
leadership and the restrictions bargained into our teachers’ contract over several decades. 
We believe that the waiver and contract exception process now give limited – but critical 
– flexibility in some cases for schools to pursue initiatives to improve student 
achievement.  We are not ready to discontinue those processes completely. 
 
However, we do intend to reduce the number of waivers and exceptions, and to pursue 
reforms that could eliminate the need for the vast majority. 

 1
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We have been exercising greater review of the management waivers to protect 
instructional time.  You note that in 2008-09, two executive administrative assistants 
were responsible for the waiver and contract exception process; however, the area 
directors and assistant superintendents were directly responsible for final approval of any 
and all waivers. 
 
For the 2009-10 school-year, 180 waivers were granted: 
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the superintendent and school board. We hope that PPS and the Portland Association of 
Teachers will soon reach a contract, so that we have more certainty as we approach 
development of a 2010-11 school year calendar. 
 
2) Strongly consider adopting a single common calendar for all school grade levels. 
 
First, we do agree that Portland Public Schools students would be better served by 
bringing more consistency in our school calendars. You have clearly identified the cost of 
our multiple calendars: higher transportation costs, lower nutrition revenue, reduced 
staffing flexibility and a greater administrative burden (although we do not believe the 
calendars have any effect on the daily student membership upon which state funding is 
calculated). 
 
We note that the PPS calendar for the upcoming year makes some strides toward your 
goals.  

�x We have eliminated the “year-round” calendar in place at Abernethy and 
Peninsula schools – believing that the benefits of a school year extended three 
weeks into the summer, with more frequent and longer vacations did not outweigh 
the costs. Now only the Pioneer schools serving students with special needs 
follow a unique, true year-round schedule. 

�x All high schools except Benson and Lincoln have a weekly late opening, with 
seven period-days and a modified block schedule, and all but three (ACT, 
POWER and BizTech) will follow the same two-hour delayed opening on the 
third Wednesday as other PPS schools. 

�x Freshman orientation is limited to a maximum of two hours at high schools, 
preserving instructional time for upper grades. 

�x Kindergarteners start on September 11 at all district schools – a consistency that 
has been phased in over the last several years.  

 
However, even with those changes, we still have roughly half of our students and 
teachers now on a trimester calendar, and half following a quarter calendar – a 
fundamental split. 
 
In keeping with your recommendation, I am directing Sara Allan, Executive Director of 
System Planning and Performance to conduct a thorough review of the calendar, 
including three options: 
 

�x Moving all PPS schools, at all grade levels, to one calendar, as you suggest. That 
review will weigh the benefits of uniformity, including possible student 
achievement impacts, operational costs and family benefits, against the potential 
disruption as half of our staff and students switch from one calendar to another. 

 
�x Moving all elementary (PK-5 and K-8) schools to a common trimester calendar 

and all middle and high schools to a quarter calendar.  All but five K-5, K-8 and 
K-12 schools now follow a trimester calendar (despite the need for a 75 percent 
staff approval annually for the contract exception), and all but two middle and 
high schools follow a quarter calendar. This is a halfway measure that would 
cause less disruption, might allow us to reduce contract exceptions and waivers, 
and might bring many of the benefits of full uniformity. 

 



�x Developing a true year-round schedule for all of our students, one that is truly 
balanced across the calendar with a far shorter summer break and strategic use of 
the inter-sessions for academic interventions and enrichment.  

 
We will conduct strong cost-benefit analyses of all these options, considering all the 
factors: educational, financial and family impact. 
 
At the same time, once contract negotiations with PAT are resolved, we need to continue 
to consider the most effective ways to increase instructional time and professional 
development within our daily school schedules and overall district calendars. 
 
We appreciate the research and recommendations in this audit, and believe that they will 
spur Portland Public Schools toward further improvements in managing our school year 
to make the most of our limited resources and to focus our school time on increasing 
student achievement. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Carole Smith, Superintendent 
Portland Public Schools 
 
 

 4





 

Annual School Calendar Audit < 34 > September 2009 



 

A-1 

APPENDIX A 
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APPENDIX B 

 
 

2009-10 schools following QUARTER Calendar:  

1. Alliance  

2. Arleta  

3. Astor  

4. Atkinson  

5. Beaumont  

6. Benson HS  

7. Cleveland HS  

8. Community Transition Center  

9. Franklin HS  

10. George  

11. Grant HS  

12. Gray  

13. Hosford  

14. Jackson  

15. Jefferson HS  

16. Jefferson Young Womens  

17. Lane  

18. Lincoln HS  

19. Madison HS  

20. Marshall HS - BizTech  

21. Marshall HS - Pauling Academy  

22. Marshall HS - Renaissance Arts Academy  

23. Mt. Tabor  

24. Roosevelt HS - ACT  

25. Roosevelt HS - POWER  

26. Roosevelt HS - SEIS  

27. Roseway Heights  

28. West Sylvan/East Sylvan  

29. Wilson HS  

30. Winterhaven 
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2009-10 schools following TRIMESTER Calendar:  

1. Abernethy  

2. Access  

3. Ainsworth  

4. Alameda  

5. Beach  

6. Beverly Cleary  

7. Boise-Eliot  

8. Bridger  

9. Bridlemile  

10. Buckman  

11. Capitol Hill  

12. Chapman  

13. Chief Joseph  

14. Clark-Binnsmead  

15. Clarendon-Portsmouth  

16. Creative Science  

17. Creston  

18. da Vinci  

19. Duniway  

20. Faubion  

21. Forest Park  

22. Glencoe  

23. Grout  

24. Hayhurst  

25. Humboldise-Eliotm8/TT10 1rc0 1 Tf
1.7934 0 Irvij
/TTngt
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APPENDIX C 
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