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The current draft (Iteration 3) of the bell schedule is based on recommendations from a School-Board created Transportation Task Force (TTF).  The Task Force was large and included teachers, principals, county staff, parents, coaches, & members of the community who studied bus and bell schedules (start times).  The proposal is a compromise that a majority of the Task Force considered to best serve the needs of Fairfax students, K-12. While SLEEP did not push for this or any other specific approach to achieving healthy start times for students, our organization did endorse the TTF proposal after consulting with our leadership team and members.  

Basics about bell schedules:

· Bell schedules (start and end times of the school day) are based on using buses to make more than one trip. 

· Buses are used 2 or 3 times each morning, so start times are staggered across three basic time frames.

· Elementary schools (ES) are in all three time frames (tiers) from 7:50 am to 9:25 am. (now and in the proposal).  Middle school is NOT a full tier, so some ES must start at times similar to MS.  By starting MS last, more ES can have the first tier.  Parents and educators on the Task Force and in surveys agreed this would be beneficial for ES.

· Pushing the last tier earlier would push the first tier earlier (too early) or might add significantly to transportation costs.  To avoid having ES students waiting for buses in the dark, Task Force members decided to stick with the current earliest ES start time of 7:50 am.

What did the TTF recommend for elementary school start times?  

The Task Force recommended that the range of start times for ES remain about the same as it is now.  Start times for elementary schools in Fairfax currently vary from 7:50 am to 9:25 am.  The FCPS draft bell schedule proposal has the same range, but more elementary schools start earlier in the range.  The hope of the Task Force was to start as many elementary schools as possible between 7:50 and 8:55 am.

What are some advantages to moving elementary schools to earlier tiers?

· Task Force members believed most young children are more alert and ready to learn earlier in the day, so this schedule would be in keeping with their learning patterns.  

· Parents will be able to get to work earlier after seeing younger children off on the bus.  

· More children will be able to transition directly from home to school rather than having to transition to daycare or morning SACC before school.

If the goal was to move elementary schools earlier, why does the draft shift our school later?

To get to this draft, staff focused on balancing the use of buses evenly throughout the day to keep costs down.  There was no effort to keep elementary schools as close to their current schedules as possible.  SLEEP will push for this improvement.  In the FCPS staff draft (Iteration 3) some schools shifted much later while others shifted much earlier.  It is possible to keep more elementary schools much closer to their current start times. 

Why are so many schools listed at 7:50 am?  I’d rather not have my child go that early.

The staff draft put many ES at 7:50 am, because that was the earliest time the TTF proposal allowed. In this model, the focus was on getting costs down, and putting many schools at the “fringe” times made that easier by giving buses more time to get between schools. 

SLEEP wants to explore how many of the earliest ES times could be somewhat later and how many of the latest ES times could be earlier. (In this model, no ES is scheduled to start between 8:40 and 9:20 am.) 

How long are ES student bus rides?

Currently,  there is no limit for ride times for elementary school students.  The Task Force recommended a 45-minute limit for elementary in-boundary, general education students. Staff have said they have accomplished this for most general education bus rides.

Why can’t ALL schools start between 8:00 and 9:00 a.m.?

In order to keep costs down, each bus must complete as many runs each morning as possible.  Most do 2 or 3 per morning.  By increasing the time between the first school’s opening bell, and the last school’s opening bell, we make the most of our buses. Putting all schools between 8 and 9 would mean a huge increase in busing costs There are so many elementary school students and buses that elementary schools won’t fit into just one timeframe.  Right now, more than 40 percent of  elementary schools start between 9 and 9:25 am.

Will elementary students have to wait for buses in the morning in the dark?

If the draft schedule does have any ES students at neighborhood stops in the dark, the schedule should be revised to correct this. 

According to staff, “base school elementary students are neither picked up nor dropped off on the dark side of civil twilight.” Further, “The earliest pick-up times and the latest drop-off times by school can be for very small numbers of students to include special education students who are dropped off at their homes.  Civil twilight is a measure of daylight.  (The earliest bus pickup for special education elementary students now with the current bell schedule is 6:21 am, 10 minutes before the earliest time listed in I-3.)

TTF members ruled out options that would have started some elementary schools at 7:30 am—partially to avoid morning darkness, but also because 7:30 was deemed “too early.”  Having heard from parents and teachers who were happy with the 7:50 start time for their children and students, Task Force members felt more comfortable with 7:50 as the earliest start time for our youngest children. 

What are some benefits of having elementary schools dismiss earlier in the afternoon?

Elementary school facilities and fields would be available earlier in the afternoon for community use and, in some cases, for high school sports practices.  More young children will be able to play outside after school before dark.  Right now, so many of our elementary schools open after 9:00 that there is not much time to play outside after school.

Can we keep the proposed ES and HS times but start MS earlier?  

We could, but then MS would be very early. One possibility would be to ask each MS community to choose between early or late. To avoid huge transportation cost increases, some schools have to go early and some late, with earliest and latest about two hours apart. 

Are there other ways to preserve current ES times and still switch HS?

There are a number of different ways to reschedule, and SLEEP will continue to explore what will work best for all students. The current staff draft is based on the TTF recommendations. 

Why change times at all? 

· The current schedule runs counter to both young-child and teen biology.  Many young children are up and alert and must wait for hours to start their school day, and then fade before the end of the day.  Teens are on a later sleep-and-wake cycle naturally. This “phase delay” has been identified in cultures around the world. Many Fairfax County teens are chronically sleep-deprived as a result of trying to go to bed before they’re sleepy and having to get up before their bodies are ready to wake up. The current start times cut off some of the deepest, most healing REM (rapid eye movement) sleep that is concentrated in the last hours of the normal sleep cycle.  This has negative impacts on learning as well as physical and mental health. 

· Later start times do result in additional sleep for teen students.  The need for sleep is universal among all students, no matter what income level or ethnicity.   

· Sleep is vital to the learning process.  Studies show that sleep, especially early morning REM sleep, helps prepare students to acquire new skills and knowledge.  It helps consolidate memories and improve performance.  This is true for motor skills, like driving and sports as well as classroom learning.

· Other school districts show that later start times keep students in school until graduation, decrease absences, tardies, depression, sleeping during class, and falling asleep while doing homework.  Another benefit in one County that studied this was a signficant decrease in car accidents.
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