School Bells and Buses in Fairfax

A Brief History of Changes in School Days and Transportation for Students

By Virginia Fitz Shea, Phyllis Payne, and Sandy Evans

One-Room Schools: One example of the old one-room schoolhouse was Freedom Hill School, which started accepting students in 1875 in Providence School District in Fairfax County. The school hours were from 9:00 a.m. to 4 p.m. “When the weather was too bad for the mile-and-a-half walk, the big farm wagon was called into use and every family along the way contributed its quota of children to the load. As I think of the big covered wagon in which we so often made the trip it seems to me to have been a fit forerunner of the school bus of present days,”  recalled Caroline Baldwin Sherman.
 

1906: Virginia passed a law calling for the establishment of high schools. Up to this time, Fairfax had no high schools. Many Fairfax students rode electric trains to high schools in Washington, D.C.

1922--1950:  According to a 1924 survey by the University of Virginia, “Trucks have been used to transport children to school, thus assuring a larger attendance than would otherwise be the case.” In 1924 there were 14 bus or wagon routes and in 1925 four new buses were purchased. 
  The school board made contracts with private individuals to “bus” children. The number of school buses increased from 5 in 1931, to 26 in 1934, to 73 in 1950.
  

1959: Late buses for high school students were first introduced as a pilot program at Mount Vernon High School.
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A timeline of the changes over the past five decades.

These times refer to information in the historical summary below.


1961:  Fairfax County followed the lead of Montgomery County and Prince Georges County to vary the starting and closing hours in elementary and secondary schools to save bus costs. That September, all high schools except Herndon and Luther Jackson started classes at 8:15 a.m. and dismissed at 3:30 p.m. Herndon started at 8:30 and Jackson at 8:40.  Most elementary schools and all intermediate schools operated on an 8:45 a.m. to 3 p.m. schedule. Four elementary schools were on an 8:30 to 2:45 schedule and five were on a schedule from 9:00 a.m. to 3:20 p.m. 
 

1972: The school board adopted Monday early closing for elementary schools. Tuesday through Friday school hours were extended by one-half hour.
 

1974:  “Daylight Time Is Like Darkness Time” Lee High School start is 8 a.m. in this article, “Florence Bauer. . . said she has told the assistant principal of Lee High School that her daughter “can go to school . . . at 8 a.m. when it gets light, and I’ll write a tardy note for her.”  Classes there begin at 8 a.m. and when the students left home yesterday, said Mrs. Bauer, “it was jet black—some of the children took flashlights with them.”
 

1975-1976: The School board cancelled plans to buy 80 new replacement buses for $1.2 million in May 1975. “To compensate for this, adjustments would be made in the opening and closing of schools and a fourth morning and afternoon bus run was added.”
One report said students “will have to leave home 10 minutes earlier and return 15 minutes later”, which is probably a reference to earlier and later bell schedules.
 The staggered opening and closing schedule was continued in the 1976-1977 school year as an economy measure 
. 

1977: Effective April 1, 1977, new school buses had to meet new federal safety standards and students were no longer allowed to stand on buses. Therefore, more buses or bus runs were needed to transport the same number of students, increasing the cost pressure on school transportation. In 1975 there had been about 3,000 standing students on Fairfax County buses. 

1978: Fort Hunt High School started at 8:15 (Fort Hunt combined with Groveton to become West Potomac in 1985). 

1979-1986: Somewhere in this eight-year period, high school start times changed from 8:00 or 8:15 a.m. to 7:40 a.m.  

1986-87: High schools start at 7:40 () HS: 7:40-2:00  MS: 8:15-2:35  ES1: 8:40-3:05  ES2: 9:15-3:45.

1987-88: High schools start 10 minutes earlier at 7:30  HS: 7:30-1:50  MS: 8:10-2:30 ES1: 8:40-3:10 ES2: 9:10-3:45.

1990: The secondary school day was lengthened by 30 minutes in September with the introduction of the 7-period day. The length of the class periods was decreased from 50 minutes to 47 minutes.  High School 7:30 a.m. – 2:20 p.m. According to a 1998 Task Force background document: MS: 7:40-2:30  ES1: 8:35-3:10  ES2: 9:05-3:35

1996-97: High school start times pushed earlier by 10 minutes. HS: 7:20-2:05; MS: 7:40-2:30; ES1: 8:35-3:10; ES2: 9-3:35.

2006-07: Most high schools start at 7:20. Elementary school start times range from earliest 7:50 am-2:20 pm (Olde Creek ES) to latest ES start time of 9:25 a.m.-3:55 p.m. (Ft. Belvoir ES) (FCPS Transportation Services Cluster Bell Schedule and School Bus Requirements, ’06-’07, June 14, 2006).
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