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This guide was developed by drawing on input from NDE stakeholders, schools, districts, and
Educational Service Units (ESUs) across Nebraska. The guide includes research on best practices,
incorporates examples from Nebraska districts, and is aligned to the Nebraska Department of
Education Strategic Plan for 2026-2030 to connect scheduling decisions with the state’s broader
goals for improving student outcomes.

The Nebraska Department of Education developed its Strategic Plan
for 2026-2030 to serve as a roadmap for improving education across
Nebraska. The plan includes four strategic priorities:

1. Accelerate student achievement: Raise academic outcomes in
key areas like reading and math.
2. Grow the educator pipeline: Recruit, prepare, and retain more

high-quality educators and ensure they are supported by high-
quality leaders.
Equip learners for the workforce: Expand opportunities that
prepare students for careers and postsecondary success.

. Provide exceptional service: Improve how the NDE supports
schools, educators, families, and communities.

See the NDE Strategic Plan website for more information.

School and district audiences can use this guide in different ways:

¢ School leaders: Use this guide to clarify top scheduling priorities for students and staff and
to lead a scheduling process that translates priorities into clear, intentional decisions about
scheduling and staffing.

¢ Schedulers: Use this guide to translate school priorities into buildable schedules by
understanding key decision points, constraints, and tradeoffs.

¢ District leaders: Use this guide to develop clear expectations for what strategic scheduling
looks like and to align district policies, supports, and guidance with those expectations.

For simplicity, this guide uses the term “school leaders” to refer to owners of key decision points,
though responsibility for scheduling decisions may vary across school and district contexts.
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Establishing a Strategic Scheduling Process

A school’s master schedule drives how the school organizes students’ and teachers’ time to deliver
the intended student experience. Its design has direct implications for:

e Students’ access to learning experiences

« How school leaders assign students to courses

« How many staff members and classrooms are needed

+  What courses/expanded learning opportunities schools offer
*  Why and how schools partner with external organizations

Therefore, it is critical for school leaders to establish a scheduling process that anchors decision-
making in a deep understanding of the priorities needed to drive improvement.
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Scheduling Priority 1: Create Student-Driven

Learning Experiences Tied to Postsecondary
Goals

Research shows that investing in early postsecondary opportunities (e.g., dual-enrollment
courses or CTE Programs of Study) can promote students’ current and future success—including
higher GPAs, on-time graduation rates, increased enrollment, persistence, and completion in
postsecondary institutions after high school.’

Postsecondary opportunities are most effective when embedded into a coherent set of high-
quality courses and experiences aligned to high-wage, high-skill, and high-demand careers in

the current job market. The Nebraska Department of Education Strategic Plan for 2026-2030
emphasizes the importance of equipping learners for the workforce, with the goal that, by 2030,
50% of students will concentrate in a career and technical education (CTE) career cluster and 50%
will engage in dual enrollment.

To ensure all students can meaningfully participate in postsecondary experiences, school leaders
must be intentional about how opportunities are located, structured, sequenced, and scheduled,
and how these opportunities align with other requirements and priorities.

Decision Point 1: Determine the School’s CTE Programs of Study

The NDE’s Office of Career and Technical Education provides State Model Programs of Study

for different career fields and clusters that align with Nebraska workforce needs. Each CTE
Program of Study includes a sequence of courses which progresses in specificity and rigor and is
updated regularly to align with Nebraska’s workforce needs and economic development priorities.
Determining which Programs of Study to offer locally is determined using the CTE reVISION

process.

Since each Program of Study requires a specific sequence of courses over multiple years, the
programs a school offers have scheduling implications, including which courses a school must
be able to offer, staff, and assign in coordination with other requirements and priorities. School
leaders should have these implications in mind when completing the CTE reVISION process and
determining offerings.

With postsecondary readiness as the goal, high school leaders should pair strategic Program of
Study offerings with intentional structures that build early student interest by:

e Students’ access to learning experiences
* How school leaders assign students to courses
¢ How many staff members and classrooms are needed
*  What courses schools offer
*  Why and how schools partner with external organizations
See the Nebraska CTE State Model Programs of Study, the Nebraska Workplace Experiences

Continuum, the Nebraska Career Development Model, and the Nebraska Career Readiness
Standards for more information about high quality postsecondary experiences.
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Decision Point 2: Design Course Offerings and Sequencing

Once CTE Programs of Study are selected, school leaders should make CTE course offering
decisions in context with decisions about the full set of course offerings. This requires clearly
mapping not only how many and which courses students need to fulfill CTE Programs of Study,
but also how those required courses align with graduation requirements and other supports that
students may need to build postsecondary-readiness skills. School leaders should:

Ensure all course experiences are high quality.

Anchor course offerings in instructional materials aligned to the Nebraska Content Area
Standards, the Nebraska Career Readiness Standards and the Nebraska CTE State Model
Programs of Study.

Use the Nebraska Workplace Experiences Continuum to design high-quality, work-based
learning experiences.

Design and sequence course offerings to promote coherence.

Ensure horizontal coherence within a year by designing schedules so core academics, CTE
courses, and supports reinforce shared skills and expectations across a student’s day.

Ensure vertical coherence across years by sequencing courses so each year builds
intentionally on prior learning and leads to clear outcomes, such as meeting college
prerequisites or completing CTE Programs of Study.

Map course sequences from requirements to ensure students can realistically earn
graduation credit and reach CTE concentrator status within a typical four-year courseload.
Note: The majority of CTE courses are semester based.

Flexibly and sustainably offer courses to ensure student access and success.

Consider strategic ways to offer and sequence courses, such as offering them every other
year to match capacity and needs, combining sections within a content area (e.g., Welding

| and Welding II), or using quarter or trimester structures where appropriate (e.g., early
career exploration opportunities). For example, a school could move from offering two small
sections of political science and economics every year to offering those courses every other
year.

Lock in course scheduling times, stack courses, or prioritize sections for specific students,
such as

» Scheduling all core classes for seniors in the morning to enable participation in off-
campus afternoon activities

» Scheduling dual-enrollment opportunities with different class lengths after a flex period
to minimize scheduling tradeoffs, or

» Scheduling high-demand electives within “zero period” sections before the school day
starts or after it ends. (See Putting It All Together to read the full Falls City case study.)

Leverage flexible delivery models, such as schedule rotations, shared staffing, and
interdisciplinary teaching models to expand access to specialized or advanced coursework
without requiring full, standalone sections.

Embed course specific supports, such as support periods, corequisites, or aligned
intervention blocks directly into students’ schedules to enable success in rigorous
coursework. In the examples below, a student enrolled in a college level math course has an
additional support class called Math Companion built into their schedule to ensure mastery
of advanced content. This approach is enabled by having a different schedule one day of the
week with shorter periods.

SCHEDULING PRIORITY 1 13
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Decision Point 4: Assign Staff to Enable Individualized Student Support
Structures

Research shows academic intervention is most effective in small groups (3-7 students) led by
staff with strong content expertise using standards-aligned materials." Enabling these conditions
may require school leaders to assign staff with content expertise to lead intervention, implement
new structures or enrichment opportunities, or allot planning and collaboration for staff to align
supports with core instruction.

Leading Academic Intervention

Core Content Teacher
ELA teachers for ELA intervention, math teachers for math intervention, etc.

Support Staff
=- Interventionists, SPED teachers, or English language teachers
Supporting Enrichment
% Other Teachers
Q Physical education teachers, world language teachers, school admins., etc.

~— Community Partners
Ens Volunteers or local organizations

Supporting Enrichment or Reducing Intervention Group Size

o Third-Party Providers
7 Virtual instructors or online platforms

These staffing approaches work best when:

 Educators providing interventions have time to plan and ensure alignment with Tier 1
instruction

» Teachers, staff, and providers who support enrichment have clear objectives for the purpose
and content of the enrichment

Most schools combine multiple approaches to increase the potential for individualized attention:

¢ Example 1: Co-teaching within existing courses creates more opportunities for individual and
small group support while still maintaining access to core content.

s RRRRARRARA (R RRAAR

e Example 2: Leveraging core teachers, support teachers and external providers to run
academic intervention during a schoolwide flex block and using other teachers and staff to
oversee advisory sections for other students.

Academic Intervention Qéi\[? RRR E?;é_ RRR %
agvsoy [ RRRARARARAA 7 ARRARRRAA

—\)
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Scheduling Priority 3: Create Teaching
Assignments and Professional Learning

Structures to Support Teachers in Delivering
High-Quality Learning Experiences

Research shows that purposeful, structured professional learning, coaching, and collaboration
for educators—when directly focused on strengthening teaching and learning—improves teacher
practice and, in turn, improves student outcomes."i Translating these elements into practice
requires school leaders to make deliberate decisions.

Decision Point 1: Define Teaching Teams and Collaboration Structures

Effective professional learning structures include a mix of collaboration and coaching while
protecting individual teachers’ planning time.* There are three types of planning structures that
school leaders may schedule, each with a different purpose and recommended frequency:

Shared Content Collaboration Structures

Structure Description

Purpose

Research-
Recommended
Frequency

Multiple teachers teach
Shared Content the same course (e.qg.,
algebra 1)

Teachers collaboratively
plan lessons, assessments,
and instructional
strategies using shared
materials to ensure
instructional quality and
consistency

60-90 minutes per week

Multiple teachers teach
Vertical Alignment courses within a sub-ject
area (e.g., math)

Teachers align pacing,
standards, and
instructional practices
across courses to
reinforce critical skills

Monthly, quarterly,

or more, if serving as
content support for
teachers who lack
subject-specific peers

Multiple teachers teach

Cross-Disciplinary related subjects and
Alignment disciplines (e.g., science

and health sciences CTE)

Teachers align stand-ards
and competencies across
courses to rein-force
learning and build cross-
discipline coherence,
which is particularly
relevant for academic and
CTE content

Quarterly or more if
school leaders design
interdisciplinary learning
courses or experiences

SCHEDULING PRIORITY 3
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Decision Point 2: Create Sufficient Time for Team-Based Collaborative
Planning and Job-Embedded Professional Learning in the Schedule

In most Nebraska high school schedules, teachers have 45 to 60 minutes of daily non-teaching
time, which research suggests is insufficient to accomplish the depth of instructional planning and
analysis of student work needed to improve instruction.x For resources on analyzing student work
see TNTP’s Assignment Review Protocols.

Adjusting schedules to create longer, uninterrupted blocks can enable meaningful professional
learning and growth. Leaders can consider a range of approaches for extended blocks depending
on the school size, location, and other needs. While the strategies below illustrate how schedules
can include this time, leaders must also schedule collaborative teachers and staff for these blocks
simultaneously to enable shared planning time.

Strategies for Creating Time in the Schedule for Professional Learning or
Collaborative Planning

* Stack planning time with non-instructional blocks (e.g., at the beginning or end of the day,
during lunch, etc.) to create an extended collaborative planning block once per week.

11th Grade Teacher

Period Monday Tues-Fri

Before School Day Starts Collaborative Planning Time Before School Day Starts
1 Collaborative Planning Time (Cont.) Course 3

2 Course 1 Individual Planning Time
3 Course 2 Course 4

* Reduce teachers’ non-instructional duties on certain days to create more planning time.

ELA Lead Teacher

Collaborative Planning Time Individual Planning Time
2 ELA 10 Observation and Feedback Time

 Reduce course loads or teaching time for some or all teachers to allow more planning time
for certain core content teachers.

» Most Teachers Teach 6/7, With 1 Prep Period Math Teachers Teach 5/7, With 1 Prep

« Change to a block schedule with fewer, longer instructional periods per day, creating
opportunities for extended planning and collaboration. (See Schedule B: An 8-Period
Schedule with Blocked Periods 4 Days per Week for more information.)

* Leverage partnerships and hybrid learning opportunities with community partners or in
supervised tech-based learning models to free up collaboration time for some teachers.

11th Grade Friday

e ole 0[S C C 2 d C
1(45 min.) Learning Lab with Community Partner Cross-Disciplinary Planning Time
2 (45 min.) Class 1 Physics
3 (45 min.) Class 2 Physics

SCHEDULING PRIORITY 3 25
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Decision Point 2: Determine Advisor Assignments and Caseloads

The purpose(s) of the advisory time will drive the number and type of staff needed. Typical
advisory caseloads include about 15-20 students, with advisors supporting the same group of
students over multiple years to strengthen relationships and build community.

Teachers and Counselors

55 & When advisory emphasizes academic support (e.g., college readiness), it may rely
(- Mmore heavily on teachers and/or counselors. If staff capacity is limited, staggering
advisory may allow advisors to meet with multiple groups per day or week.

All Hands on Deck

School leaders may expand advisory roles to include teachers, counselors,
paraprofessionals, librarians, administrators, and/or outside community partners to
achieve much smaller student-adult ratios. Doing so can also create a more diverse
mix of advisors for students to connect with.

@D

9

5

Advisors need clear protocols, support, and regular planning time to facilitate effective advising.
For more guidance on creating staffing models for school counselors and the NDE’s best practices
on supporting holistic student needs, explore the NDE Rule 10: Regulations and Procedures for the
Accreditation of Schools, Guidance Staff (page 24), School Environment (pages 33-34).

The NDE’s Office of Coordinated Student Support Services provides Nebraska educators with
coordinated supports for the overall mental and physical health and safety of students to enhance
learning and achievement. For more information, please visit the NDE Office of Coordinated
Student Support Services.

SCHEDULING PRIORITY 4 31


https://www.education.ne.gov/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Web-Rule-10.pdf
https://www.education.ne.gov/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Web-Rule-10.pdf
https://www.education.ne.gov/csss/
https://www.education.ne.gov/csss/

Decision Point 3: Reduce Teaching Loads to Enable Stronger Relationship-
Building Between Students and Teachers

Reducing teaching loads can promote strong relationship-building between students and teachers,
while also enabling teachers to better understand students’ needs. It can also boost student
engagement, as research shows engagement increases when students feel teachers care about
student success and growth.xV

Smaller Nebraska districts, e.g., those in rural communities, have organic opportunities for students
to develop strong relationships with adults. Students may have the same teacher over multiple
years or engage with a teacher in multiple roles. In larger schools, relationship-building structures
can be embedded within the master schedule using one or more of the strategies below:

Strategy Staff Assignment Structure

Small learning communities, also known as “houses,” are interdisciplinary teams of
teachers who share a common group of students, take collective responsibility for
student progress over time, and collaborate to respond to student needs. In this model:

Small Learning « Teachers use dedicated collaboration time to coordinate supports and monitor
Communities progress
e Core teachers often also serve as advisors

« Consider grouping students with the same teacher over multiple years using cross-
grade models

Reduced teacher loads lower the number of students each teacher serves, enabling
stronger relationships and more targeted support. School leaders can achieve this
model by:

Reduced « Reducing the number of periods or sections assigned to a teacher

Teacher Loads * Reducing class sizes
« Double-blocking courses (within or across subject areas) so teachers have fewer
students for longer portions of the day

* Implementing a semester-based block schedule in which teachers and students
have fewer courses at a time
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* Teacher loads and professional learning opportunities

4 Days/Week 1 Day/Week

Typical teaching periods 5or6 5or6
Typical non-teaching periods 2or1 2 or 1, plus 90 min. at EOD
Minutes of planning per week 200-240 137-184

* Credits earned

4 Days/Week 1 Day/Week

Total credits possible over four
years

28 28

How does an early release schedule support different scheduling priorities?
* Allows students to engage in off~-campus learning opportunities (e.g., work-based learning or
on-site college courses) or community-partner-led learning experiences
 Enables a long block of uninterrupted planning and collaboration time for teachers

* Allows school leaders to repurpose some release days for advisory, intervention, or other
supports that do not easily fit into the day

Schedule B: An 8-Period Schedule with Blocked Periods 4 Days per Week

This schedule uses a blocked eight-period schedule on four days of the week that has two rotation
days (see table below).

Period Monday and Wednesday (A Day) Tuesday and Thursday (B Day)
1 (104 minutes) Class 1 Class 2
2 (104 minutes) Class 3 Class 4
Lunch (30 minutes) Lunch Lunch
3 (104 minutes) Class 5 Class 6
4 (104 minutes) Class 7 Class 8

The schedule also uses a traditional eight-period schedule once per week (see table below).

Period Friday Schedule

1 (52 minutes) Class 1
2 (52 minutes) Class 2
3 (52 minutes) Class 3
4 (52 minutes) Class 4
Lunch (30 minutes) Lunch
5 (52 minutes) Class 5
6 (52 minutes) Class 6
7 (52 minutes) Class 7
8 (52 minutes) Class 8
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 Overlapping opportunities force students to choose between experiences (e.g., dual
enrollment, external courses, or extracurriculars).

» Scottsbluff’s Strategic Approach: Lock Course Timing

() Leaders sequenced course time to minimize overlap, allowing students to access
multiple opportunities across the day (e.g., courses on college campuses in the
morning, dual enrollment in the afternoon, extracurriculars after school).

» Other Strategic Approaches: Use flexible blocks, alternating-day schedules, or
prioritized enrollment policies.

* Students have no dedicated time in the schedule for advising and supports to promote
postsecondary readiness.

» Scottsbluff’s Strategic Approach: Implement a Schoolwide Advisory Period

¢ All Scottsbluff students participate in Continuous Achievement Toward Success
(CATS), a 25 minute daily advisor except seniors who are taking off-campus courses.
Students rotate through quarter long courses focused on academic support,
postsecondary planning, career and technical student organizations, test prep, credit
recovery, and special interests. Schedules also include built in flexibility for students
to meet with teachers as needed.

» Other Strategic Approaches: Provide advising supports through extended homeroom
periods, small group counseling structures, or targeted advising.

« Course progressions restrict students’ abilities to complete both graduation requirements and
a full CTE Program of Study.

» Scottsbluff’s Strategic Approach: Prioritize Course Offerings That Fulfill Multiple
Requirements

() Leaders prioritized course offerings that count toward both graduation requirements
and CTE Programs of Study (e.g., DE anatomy & physiology counts toward both a
science credit and multiple health sciences Programs of Study), reducing tradeoffs
and expanding access to student interests.

» Other Strategic Approaches: Revise course progressions to intentionally create space
for CTE Program of Study coursework.

« Schools lack qualified staff to teach advanced and/or CTE courses.

» Scottsbluff’s Strategic Approach: Create Staffing and Delivery Flexibility

() Flexible staffing: Core content teachers also teach courses for CTE Programs of
Study.

() Flexible certification: Leverage career education teaching permits to bring industry
professionals to teach CTE courses.

() Flexible delivery: Use various learning models. (See Strategic Staffing Approaches for
examples.)

» Other Strategic Approaches: Share instructors across districts, leverage distance
learning, or sequence advanced offerings over multiple years (e.g., offer courses every
other year) to match staffing capacity.
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Strategic Staffing Approaches

Districts may rely on one or more of these models to staff CTE, dual-enrollment, and other
advanced courses depending on staffing capacity, rurality, postsecondary partnerships, and
student demand. Scottsbluff intentionally blends all four.

« Approach 1: Dual-certified teachers deliver dual credit courses: High school teachers who
hold dual certifications teach college-credit courses on campus.

¢ Approach 2: Off-site enroliment at a local community college: Students enroll in courses
directly on-site at the college.

¢ Approach 3: Online asynchronous courses with other college partners and in-person
support: Students take asynchronous dual-credit courses online through partner colleges
while remaining on campus with support from a paraprofessional.

e Approach 4: Industry professionals provide work-based learning opportunities: Students
participate in internships and apprenticeships with local industry partners with the support of
a dedicated work-based learning coordinator.

Student A’s Course Taking Sample

Academy: Health Sciences
Program of Study: Pre-Medicine
College credits earned: 33

Because Scottsbluff prioritizes courses that fulfill multiple requirements simultaneously and
allows students to take CTE courses starting in 9th grade, students like Student A can complete
graduation requirements, earn college credit, take CTE courses, and still have room for electives
and an internship.

Sample of Student A Courses

Dual Enroliment

Course Student Took Grade Taken CTE Program of Study (DE) or Advanced
Placement (AP)

Intro to Health Sciences oth Yes
Principles of Biomedical Sciences 10t Yes
Human Biology 10th Yes
Basics of Nurse Assisting 17t Yes

AP Calculus AB 17th Yes

DE Psychology 17th Yes

DE Generative Biology 17th Yes

WNCC Anatomy and Physiology 12t Yes Yes
Internship 12t Yes

DE Calculus Il 12t Yes

DE Differential Equations 12t Yes

DE Composition 1 12th Yes

DE American Government 12t Yes

WNCC Microbiology 12t Yes
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 Teachers do not have time to plan for academic intervention to ensure its targeted to student
needs.

» Falls City’s Strategic Approach: Create Time for Content Planning

() The math and ELA teachers leading intervention time will use the other 90 minutes
per week of PAWS time to plan for intervention classes.

» Other Strategic Approaches: Reduce teacher loads for those leading intervention.
Create early release or late-start schedules to create more planning time.

 The school lacks clear structures for determining if students need intervention.

» Falls City’s Strategic Approach: Use Data Systems and Collaboration Meetings

() Teachers and staff will use the NWEA MAP assessment and MAP screener to set
intervention groupings (lowest-scoring students will participate), identify needs, and
adjust groups twice per quarter (about every 6-8 weeks) during existing collaboration
meetings.

» Other Strategic Approaches: Invest in a new data system and create a new meeting
structure for intervention.

 School schedules do not allow for longer blocks of time for teachers to engage in deep
collaboration.

» Falls City’s Strategic Approach: Create Teacher Planning and Collaboration
Opportunities

() Falls City has 11 teacher-only days during the school year used for instructional
planning, professional development, and MTSS collaboration meetings.

» Other Strategic Approaches: Reduce teacher loads, stack planning time, or create early
releases or late starts.

 The objectives and structures for collaboration meetings are not well defined.
» Falls City’s Strategic Approach: Enable Teacher Collaboration Grounded in Instructional
Expertise

() Both the Falls City principal and assigned core content teacher leaders are
responsible for planning different types of collaborative structures to ensure the time
is used well.

» Other Strategic Approaches: Use instructional coaches or third-party providers to plan
and lead collaboration meetings.

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER 42






Teacher-Only Day Sample Schedule

Because teachers have limited non-teaching time in the regular school day, Falls City has teacher
only days to allow for longer, uninterrupted blocks of time to enable more meaningful professional
learning and instructional growth. These teacher-only days include time for multiple purposes
including shared content and shared student collaboration, professional learning, and independent
planning. See an illustrative example of a teacher-only day below.

Time Agenda Item

30 minutes Kickoff

. Grade level team discussions, including review of intervention groupings and
90 minutes

other MTSS structures

90 minutes Shared content collaboration, including vertical alignment
60 minutes Professional development
60 minutes Individual planning time
30 minutes Wrap up
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