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Montclair responds to Christie's call for longer school day

Educators and Montclair School District of f icials are anxious to hear more details about the Christie
administration's proposal to help raise student achievement by lengthening the school day and expanding the
school year.

PENNY MacCORMACKSHELLY LOMBARD

"We've always been open to sitt ing down with the governor
and seeing if  there are areas of  common ground," said 3rd
Ward Township Councilman Sean Spiller, who is a high school
science teacher and who serves as secretary/treasurer of  the
New Jersey Education Association, the statewide teachers
union.

"This is really a local issue," Spiller said. "Each local board of
education and each community would have to f igure out how
this would work."

"In Montclair, with magnet schools, we bus kids extensively, I
don't know how that would work," he said. "I think it would be
up to the MEA [Montclair Education Association] the Board of
Education and the community to have that conversation."

Spiller said Christie could have more of  a posit ive impact on
student achievement if  he provided state support f or pre-K
and f ull-day kindergarten programs.

"We've seen the value of  those programs right here in
Montclair," Spiller explained. "For the governor to call on all of
us f or longer days but then at the same time veto even the
studies of  the issue of  early education, is just disingenuous."

Expanding instructional t ime in the state's public schools
emerged as one of  the major themes in Christie's State of
the State speech that he delivered to state Legislature in
Trenton this past Tuesday.

Calling the state's existing school calendar "antiquated both
educationally and culturally," Christie stated "it is t ime to
lengthen both the school day and school year in New Jersey."

Christie told the state's lawmakers that he will work with state
Education Commissioner Christopher Cerf  to f ormulate a
proposal, and he will present it shortly.

"This is a key step to improve student outcomes and boost our competit iveness," Christie asserted. "We
should do it now."
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Under the state's current law, districts are required to conduct a minimum of  180 days of  instruction.

The Montclair School District 's 2013-2014 academic year includes a 183-day school schedule that began on
Sept. 9 and continues through June 23.

Schools Superintendent Penny MacCormack cautioned that it is too early to speculate on the impact of  an
expanded school day or school year.

"We need more inf ormation," MacCormack said. "This is the f irst announcement. I think there is quite a bit of
more inf ormation to come. We need to have a wait-and-see approach.

"But I can say this," she explained. "I don't think anyone wants t ime to be the f actor that caused a child not to
be successf ul."

According to MacCormack, the Montclair School District has already done "a lot of  work in making sure that
time isn't that limiting f actor.

"We have a lot of  of f erings during the school day to make sure we're meeting students' learning needs and
quite a bit of  of f erings af ter the school day."

Board of  Education President Robin Kulwin said implementing Christie's proposal will not be simple.

"Like any new idea, it 's going to have challenges," Kulwin said.

The district 's 11 schools have staggered starting times to allow school buses to conduct multiple runs in the
morning and af ternoon, she noted.

The Renaissance at Rand Middle School already has an extended school day to allow its students to
participate in f ield trips that are part of  the school's magnet program.

"There are a lot of  considerations here," said Board of  Education Vice President Shelly Lombard. "This is
something that would change students' lives and parents' lives.

"If  it  proves to be educationally f easible and operationally f easible, then I think we could f ind a way to make it
happen." Lombard said. "However, it can't have an impact on our magnet system. That's something that we're
not going to give up.

"The bottom line is, will this make sense educationally f or our kids?" she asked.
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