
Guidance for Planning the 
Elementary Schedule 
This guidance document is advisory in nature but is binding on an agency until amended by such agency. 
A guidance document does not include internal procedural documents that only affect the internal 
operations of the agency and does not impose additional requirements or penalties on regulated parties 
or include confidential information or rules and regulations made in accordance with the Administrative 
Procedure Act. If you believe that this guidance document imposes additional requirements or penalties 
on regulated parties, you may request a review of the document. For comments regarding this document 
contact nde.guidance@nebraska.gov.



This guidance document was developed in collaboration with the  
North Central Comprehensive Center at McREL International.
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What is  the issue? 
Content area standards describe what Nebraska students 
are expected to know and do but leave it to schools and 
districts to determine how best to meet the standards. 
As a result, inputs such as instructional time vary 
across the state.  In fact, instructional time may even 
be inconsistent between classrooms in a given school 
or within a single classroom depending on factors 
not measured or monitored. It is unclear how much 
instructional time, in aggregate or on average, Nebraska’s 
elementary students receive for each content area. At 
the elementary level, considerations of instructional 
time often force various content areas into competition 
with one another. 

How much class time should Nebraska’s elementary 
schools devote to all content areas?

Nebraska Revised Statute (79-211) and Rule 10, 
Regulations for Procedures for the Accreditation of 
Schools, requires elementary schools to be in session 
for at least 1,032 hours of instruction per year. Rule 
10 also outlines the requirements for Elementary 
Instructional Programs (004.02A).

The purpose of this document is to offer teachers, leaders, and administrators guidance on how to structure 
elementary instructional time in a way that ensures that all students have an opportunity to learn all content 
areas at the elementary level. It replaces the “Planning the Weekly Schedule in the Elementary Grades” 
recommendation sheet. 

Why it matters?
v Instructional Time is a Matter of Equity.  

If some students have an opportunity 
to learn while others do not, inequities 
persist.  As Champions for Educational 
Equity… 

 …Nebraska will lead the way in 
addressing inequities of the past by 
focusing on opportunities to learn for all 
students and by adopting a relentless 
focus on outcomes that ensure all 
stakeholders deliver on the promise of 
equity.

v A thoughtful approach to elementary 
instructional time is one way of 
honoring this commitment.
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Recommendations for instructional time is often provided 
by content area associations and/or organizations.  

 Mathematics. The National Council of 
Teachers of Mathematics recommends that 

elementary students have at least 60 minutes of math 
instruction per day, totaling 300 minutes per week 
(Brown-Chidsey & Bickford, 2015).

 Reading. Education Northwest supports 
the field’s longstanding preference for an 
uninterrupted, 90-minute literacy block daily 

(Underwood, 2018). The Florida Center for Reading 
Research also calls for a 90-minute block (Florida 
Center for Reading Research, n.d.).

 Science. A 2018 position statement from 
the National Science Teachers Association 
says science should get as much time as other 

core subjects, which they define as 60 minutes daily. 

 Social Studies. A 2017 position statement 
from the National Council for the Social 
Studies declines to give a number of minutes 
or hours, but uses language similar to the 

science teachers group in arguing that “a specific 
block of time should be allocated for social studies . 
. . equivalent to time provided for non-social studies 
core content areas.” Physical education and recess. 
The National Association for Sport and Physical 
Education recommends a minimum of 150 minutes 
per week of high-quality physical education (2011) 
and the Society of Health and Physical Educators 
(SHAPE America) and Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention (CDC) recommend 20 minutes of 
recess—which is not to be substituted for physical 
education class—per day (CDC & SHAPE America, 
2017; SHAPE America, 2015). 

 Health education. The CDC offers a 
School Health Index tool for elementary 
schools based on the CDC and ASCD 

Whole School, Whole Community, Whole Child 
approach. It includes health education, and 
integrates additional topics such as school health 
services, nutrition services, social and emotional 
climate, and family engagement. (CDC, 2017).

 

Fine Arts. The National Art Education 
Association does not state a numeric 

recommendation but advocates for formal 
instruction for elementary students in four arts 
disciplines—visual art, music, theater, and dance—
with “a fair share of educational resources,” including 
instructional time and qualified teachers (National 
Art Education Association, 2009).

 World Languages. The American 
Council on the Teaching of Foreign 
Languages (ACTFL) recommends that 

elementary schools give students the opportunity 
to learn a second language as early as possible, and 
cites research that includes benefits including better 
pronunciation, higher proficiency in the second 
language, improved literacy in the student’s first 
language, higher test scores, and comfort with other 
cultures. To achieve these benefits, the ACTFL 
recommends “continuous and connected instruction 
between grades, more often than two times a 
week, that totals at least 90 minutes a week at the 
elementary and middle school levels” (American 
Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages, 
2012). 

One of the most well-established 
findings from research concerns 
opportunity to learn. If students 
do not have access to sufficient 
instructional time, their learning will 
suffer. And small amounts of time 
can make a big difference.

— Dr. Matt Larson, Lincoln Public Schools

“

”

Did you know?
In 2015, about half of Nebraska fourth graders 
received less than three hours of science 
instruction per week. Education Commission 
of the States, 2017.

—Education Commission of the States, 2017

Things to consider
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School Scheduling Resources 
Education Resource Strategies offers a scheduling checklist and School Scheduling Tools that 
encourage schools to evaluate how they use time and to customize the school day for each student 
to ensure all students have access to the instruction they need to meet grade-level expectations. In 
addition, aspects of the ERS approach include talent management, whole child, teacher collaboration, 
instruction, and a growth-oriented adult culture. ERS advises that school teams consider three steps 
when building a school schedule.

u	Identify the priorities that are reflected in the school schedule and their current outcomes, 
and discuss what changes the school community might like to see. School leaders are 
encouraged to support students’ access to the right courses at the best times throughout the day, 
make sure instructional time reflects instructional priorities, provide meaningful collaborative time 
for staff, permit flexibility for teachers to rearrange content and group sizes, and assign the most 
effective staff to the highest identified priorities.

u	Review options to create a schedule that meets the identified priorities. ERS also offers a 
scheduling spreadsheet to help elementary school teams determine which scheduling options 
best meet the needs of their students and staff—and what trade-offs they’re willing to consider. 
The fillable template includes six steps, several of which specifically deal with allocating time for 
instruction and teacher planning and collaboration. (Example).

u	Visit other schools with schedules under 
consideration, or look at case studies. 
The Center for American Progress offers 
both sample and model school schedules  
to address these issues. In one example, 
from Lawrence, Mass., the principal 
extended the school day and added time  
on Fridays for enrichment activities.

School Design

Match student
grouping, learning time,

technology, and 
programs to individual 

student needs.

Time and Attention

Obviously, instructional time alone doesn’t 
guarantee educational equity. Quantity 
without quality is meaningless. Various 
forms of segregation persist in public 
schools, and each of them represents a 
barrier, rather than an opportunity, to 
learn (Fisher, Frey, Pumpian, & Smith, 
2017). But as an easily measurable starting 
point, instructional time is a valuable 
gauge of the education establishment’s 
commitment to reaching all students.

It is critical to note that how instructional time is 
used is as important as the fact that it is allocated. 
If students have additional instructional time but 
that time focuses on remediation and low-level 
skills—procedures without understanding and 
problem solving—or if it simply repeats strategies 
already explored in the classroom, then the addition 
of instructional time is unlikely to support student 
success. We need to grapple with how we organize 
and offer instructional time and what we do with it.

— Dr. Matt Larson, Lincoln Public Schools

“

”

It’s (Not Entirely) About Time
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School Scheduling Resources 
Public Impact, offers a different approach as part of their Opportunity Culture initiative. Their example of 
an elementary school schedule is focused on a multi-classroom leader (MCL). This model shows how 
two “team reach teachers” can teach students across four elementary school classrooms. The MCL 
model uses team teaching, small group instruction, whole group instruction, planning time, and time for 
intervention. Also included are digital instruction and assessments, and time to practice skills offline. 

Following is an example of how elementary students would spend their day using the Public Impact 
model. Their sample schedule is based on a traditional 6.5-hour school day and includes weekly core 
subject time and time for individual and collaborative planning.

The examples included in this document provide 
some ideas for Nebraska’s leaders as they seek 
ways to help educators identify priorities unique to 
each school in the state—and devise schedules 
fine-tuned to address those needs. 

The NDE encourages Nebraska’s school 
leaders to consider the importance of equity, the 
recommendations of national organizations, and 
innovative approaches to intervention as they 
develop master schedules for elementary schools. 
Integrating the core curriculum with other areas 
to educate the whole child between the bells is 
obviously challenging. There are many resources and supports available to meet the goal of giving 
every Nebraska student the opportunity to enjoy a rigorous and well-rounded school experience.
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Nebraska Case Studies

Math and Literacy Scheduling
In Lincoln Public Schools, math and literacy share a thoughtful 
scheduling relationship focused on reteaching/intervention time (S. 
Katt, personal communication, November 12, 2018). The subjects are 
taught separately, but LPS has instituted 30 minutes of daily targeted 
instruction and intervention in grades 3-5 districtwide. It’s during 
this time that math and literacy can trade off, e.g., two days of math 
and three of literacy per week, depending on each student’s needs. If a 
student doesn’t need the intervention time, then they can move on to 
another opportunity. This method permits a degree of 
individualization that would not be possible if no deviation at all were 
scheduled among instructional blocks.

Two distinct approaches to protecting students’ time
The school strives to integrate subjects whenever possible, so that two 
subjects can be taught simultaneously, each to a high degree of excellence. 
The physical education teacher communicates with colleagues about ways to 
integrate physical education with math and reading. For example, students 
might spell out a phonogram with bean bags. The integration goes the other 
way, too: Spelling words are sent home with a physical activity for the family 
to do together for each letter.
One part of the school day that Dr. Susan Toohey, head of school, has decided will not be integrated with 
academics, is recess.

The school offers three, 10-minute recesses daily, and has 
chosen to resist the temptation to withhold recess for 
misbehavior or to squeeze in a reteaching opportunity. 
These common techniques, Toohey has found, merely 
exacerbate problem behavior, and do nothing to increase 
academic performance. Recess, she says, has its own value; 
it demonstrably puts students in a better frame of mind and 
helps them be productive in class. At Nelson Mandela, recess 
time is recess time.

Nelson Mandela is an 
“extended time” school 
with a school day 
stretching from 8 a.m.  
to 4 p.m.
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Flexibility and Equity: Scheduling Reinvented 

If it takes time, it goes in the schedule. Ten 
minutes to say hi and hang up backpacks? Two 
minutes to walk from gym to classroom? Five 
minutes to wash hands after lunch? It’s in there.
The importance of honestly accounting for every 

minute of the school day was just one finding from the scheduling 
reform piloted in 2015–16, and fully implemented the following year, 
by the Grand Island Public Schools (GIPS) under the leadership of Amy 
Mancini-Marshall, director of assessment and accountability.
“We had the wild, wild west of schedules, really very inconsistent 
practices” in the district’s 14 elementary schools, Mancini-Marshall 
said (A. Mancini-Marshall, personal communication, June 17, 2019). 
Without transition time explicitly included in the schedule, teachers would borrow it from instructional 
blocks. Specials, interventions, and science were slotted in haphazardly. Students who moved schools might 
repeat social studies content or miss it entirely.
Most troubling, students in high-needs schools, buffeted by competing priorities and the educators who 
administered them, could go days without encountering grade-level content. While not huge, Grand 
Island is hugely diverse, and contains schools with 1–5 tracks. As part of a reading reform effort, district 
administrators decided they needed to coordinate and refine the master schedule first.  
The project began with a districtwide commitment to protect 90 minutes of literacy and 30 minutes of 
interventions in every school, every day. From there, a 22-member task force lined up and knocked down an 
astonishing number of dominoes on the path to schedules that were flexible in some respects but inviolable 
in others. Each school’s daily plan (sample) is now color-coded to illustrate, for example, when pullouts are 
allowed and when they aren’t. GIPS never allowed pullouts during specials, which the district deems essential 
for health and well-being, and now they’re off-limits during instruction as well.
Amid all these imperatives, GIPS even managed to introduce a 25-minute flex period for intensive interventions, 
reading time, fun group activities—whatever the teacher decides. This neutralized any concern that a tightly 
planned school day prohibits teacher creativity.
And one more thing: Everything had to be retrofitted to Wednesdays, which are early dismissal days. “We 
had a moment when we said, Look, Wednesday happens every week, so why aren’t we planning for that? We 
had schools that simply stopped at 2, and whatever we didn’t get to, we didn’t get to. We had schools that had 
completely different schedules. There were no guidelines.” To preserve 90 minutes of literacy and 70 of math, 
social studies was eliminated, and science and flex time were trimmed. Nevertheless, GIPS students still get 
more science time on Wednesdays than many American children ever do.
Today no two Grand Island elementary schools have identical schedules, yet all have identical goals. Some 
classroom teachers were nervous about teaching a subject for 90 straight minutes for the first time in their 
careers; having pullout time managed was a new experience for some specialists. But everyone adapted when 
they realized no philosophical shift was involved, but a series of negotiations designed to achieve outcomes 
everyone had already agreed to.
After spending significant time in schools helping teachers adapt during implementation, Mancini-Marshall 
says she now fields only occasional problem-solving requests from principals.



Kindergarten
Reading Block 90 90 90 90 90 90

What I need 30 30 30 30 30 30
Writing 30 50 50 50 50 50

Math 75 70 70 70 70 70

Science 25 30 30 40 40 40

PE/Music 30 30 30 30 30 30

Lunch 25 25 25 25 25 25

Flex Period 30 30 30 30 30 30

Opening
10 10 10 10 10 10

20 20 20 20 20 20
20 20 20 20 20 20
30 30 30 40 40 40
20 20 20 10 10 10

Word Study (pho
Vocabulary
Comprehension
Fluency

15 15 15 15Handwriting

25 25 25 25 25 25Social Studies

20 0 0 0 0 0Centers

5 5 5 5 5 5
Closing

15 35 35 35 50 50Writing Process

30 30 30 20 20 20Recess

1st Grade 2nd Grade 3rd Grade 4th Grade 5th Grade

GIPS Sample Elementary Schedule Daily Plan

Two Tabs of the ERS Elementary School Scheduling Template
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Model Schedule: Supporting Literacy Intervention
This infographic from the Regional Educational Laboratory for the Southeast region shows how an early 
elementary school schedule can support literacy intervention. This schedule makes it possible for two 
educators to teach 16–20 students per grade, or for four adults to teach 32–40 students per grade.
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