Speaking Notes:  Semester Information Night
September 24, 2014
Jennifer Shortreed
Good evening, my name is Jennifer Shortreed, and I am the Principal of Waterloo Collegiate Institute.  I would also like to introduce Mr. James Shantz, Vice Prinicipal, and express regrets from Ms. Lynda Callaghan, Head of Guidance Services who became ill and could not make tonight’s event.  I am very grateful for your time and interest in a very important change as WCI moves to a semester schedule in September 2015.   
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I look forward to sharing key information with you tonight regarding  the background on this decision, explaining how semesters work, sharing what we believe are important benefits to the change, providing  a couple of quick thoughts on the questions that are most frequently asked about semesters and finally, share our planning and communication strategies.
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The majority of secondary schools in the Waterloo Region District School Board, and in the province of Ontario as a whole, have moved towards organizing their school schedule to a semester model. In a non-semester schedule, students typically work on 8 credits for a full school year, whereas in a semester model, students work on 4 credits for the first half of the school year, complete those credits, and then begin a second series of 4 credits for the second half of the school year. 

There are presently 14 secondary schools that operate on a semester model, and 2 secondary schools that operate on a non-semester model in our county. The two schools that operate on a non-semester model are:

1. Waterloo Collegiate Institute

2. Waterloo-Oxford Secondary School

I can assure you WCI has considered the question of changing to semesters very carefully, and repeatedly, before reaching this decision. During my administration the issue has arisen 3 times, once from school council, once from staff, and once from senior administration of the board.  In previous administrations it was also discussed.  A thorough examination of the strengths and weaknesses of our current timetable occurred by a cross-curricular staff committee in 2012.  This group renewed the discussion of moving to a semester model of delivery in 2013. The staff compared the strengths and weaknesses of the current WCI timetable to a semester schedule. The impact on enrolment as a result of the recent policy change regarding the 34 credit threshold was also examined. Tracking data revealed that there were increasing numbers of students leaving WCI in their final year to complete final credits in a semester setting. There was also a recognition that maintaining two school year systems across the system can create challenges with respect to the adjustment of staffing and program (adding or removing sections) when enrolment fluctuations warranted change. 
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While there is much debate in educational literature around the relative merit of the non-semester vs. the semester model of school scheduling, there appears to be no definitive evidence to suggest that one model over the other has a direct impact on student learning and achievement.  As our discussion evolved and as we gathered data on 34 credits and students leaving for half a year, I found a ‘pro’/con approach beyond this ‘hard’ data to be an unworkable one.  Instead, we stayed grounded in the ideal factors in a timetable as the way in which to analyze the decision.  Thus, we focused on topics that include; mentorship culture, common lunch, length of period, magnet programs, enrolment/demographics, resources/budget, and workload (staff and student).
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As we progressed, the consultation process became quite broad in scope, and the groups and processes we used are outlined on this slide.  A staff survey resulted in a strong preference for semesters. A 34 credit survey of our gr. 11 and 2 students showed a dramatic shift towards students that will finish in 4 or 4.5 years as the students subject to the 34 credit cap planned their pathway to graduation. Data gathering also confirmed that our semester one only transfers continued to track upwards to a high last year of 34 ‘sem 1 only’ transfers to other schools.  School council, senior administration councils, and the department heads council all provided advice, challenges and eventually general agreement to the thought I put before them; ‘is it time to move to semesters’?  
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There are many benefits to a full year school model that were considered and are very important, but the expected benefits that really ‘drove’ the WCI decision to change to semester are important for me to share in order to provide some context to the decision.  

1. Student and Staff Workload – there have been key grading cycles in a full year structure that have meant too many important evaluations due at once, and teacher overload creating a challenge for meaningful feedback.  Fewer courses should lessen this student workload, and half the number of pupil contacts for teachers allowing more personalized attention.

2. Guided Practice – 75 minutes means lots of time to complete a quality lab or skill practice, and HW practice with the teacher’s support can occur during the period.

3. Time – shared time in common lunch will be a huge benefit for our co-curricular programs, intramurals and club meetings can occur.
4. Pathway flexibility – if a student fails or changes their mind on their courses adjustments can be made for second semester.  For students who struggle with lost credits, full year program risked the loss of many credits, while in a semester model, a ‘fresh start’ or repeat of a credit is possible in Semester 2.  This may mean fewer summer school students.  Some students in their final year will also be able to adjust, upgrade, or get an unexpected post-secondary pre-requisite by altering their timetable mid-year.  In and ESL school, ESL students can make faster progress on their language development as they can progress through the 5 levels of the program (ESL A-E) with ESL each semester.  
5. New member of our community can enroll mid-year without academic penalty – especially important for an ESL school that services newcomers throughout the year.

6. Less subject and teacher’s to keep straight

7. With 34 credits, and personal needs, the 20-35 students we lost to ‘Semester One’ only decisions in a final year, will allow students to stay at WCI for one semester, thus we will retain this enrollment, and allow students to stay (and be eligible for sports) at the school they love.

8. ½ the texts and classroom materials at once allow monetary savings that can go back into the classroom.
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In the end, I as the Principal, had to make a decision, and the sum total of the evidence both anecdotal and survey based, lead me to the answer of ‘yes, it is time, we should do this now, when it is our choice to do so, and we should take the time to get it right, finding ways to preserve all that is important to WCI’s culture.  That decision was supported by school council, head’s council, education council, executive council and the trustees were informed last June.  I began notifying the WCI community in my summer newsletter, and we will continue to work to ensure clear and timely information is getting out to our community.
Thus, the decision is made, and although some of you may not feel it is the right decision, and some of you will think it is the right decision, after many years of hard thought, it is a FINAL DECISION.  What I would like to spend our communal time and efforts on this year, is a collective effort to ‘getting this right’ and keeping student needs at the forefront of our implementation planning. 
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Okay, let’s shift gears and look at the basics of a semester timetable.  A ‘typical’ semester schedule divides the year into two halves; Sept to the end of January, and February to the end of June.  Students take half of their 8, 7, or 6 credits each semester.  Grade 12 students in their 5th year may choose one semester only and finish in January, or stay for their full year with 4,5, or even 6 credits as long as they are in compliance with the 34 credit cap required by the Ministry of Education. 
Both semesters have a 5 day exam schedule at the end.  There are other options to this schedule, and those will be investigated, and a final decision on the schedule we will use will be made and posted on our website in the next month.
<change slide>

This ‘typical’ semester day sample schedule is divided into 5 time periods, 4 instructional and 1 lunch (ideally common lunch).  For a student entering grade 10, they will pick 8 courses as required, and the computer will schedule 4 into the first semester and 4 into the second.  In the case of Careers and Civics in grade 10, which are half credits, halfway through the semester students will switch from Careers to Civics, or from Civics to Careers.  

The periods are 75 minutes in length and often a Day 1, Day 2 schedule will ‘flip’ the last two periods so that student athletes are not always missing the same subject. In addition, the lunch period, if a common lunch for the whole school is shortened to 60 minutes.  
The implementation committee will also consider what is known as a MSIP schedule, where periods remain 60 minutes in length, and the 15 minutes removed from each course results in a 6th period a Multi Subject Instructional Period where students work on all their subjects from that day.  

A decision on the specific schedule we will use will be made in the next month, and following feedback from head’s council, school council, and senior administration, I will post the information on the WCI website.
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At this point, I would like to switch our attention to some FAQ’s, or frequently asked questions. I will publish full answers to these and other FAQ’s that come to the forefront on our website.
·  What about the 2 semester ‘gap’ possibility; ex Math sem 1 gr. 9, Math sem 2 grade 10, Feb to Feb without Math.  This can occur, but the curriculum spirals (repeats key learnings over each year) for this reason, teachers plan for and allow for ‘re-learning’ to occur – this two semester ‘gap’ is very similar to what they forget over the summer in studies that have been done on memory.    
· Homework, will the students be overwhelmed with nightly homework?  Reasonable timelines still have to apply, less subjects at once, and the longer periods allowing for some ‘HW’ practice in class in a Semester timetable usually ensures similar HW expectations to our current practices. 
· WCI’s specialty programs extended French, strings, AP, ESL.  All will be carefully plotted out to ensure there are full year opportunities in these programs, some of these may be co-curricular (ex: orchestra, math club), and ‘de-semestering’ some key courses may be a solution.  Students with IEP’s will have to be ‘hand timetabled’ to work against such gaps, and to pair their GLE course in the same semester as their most challenging courses. Full year options for students with high Special Education needs are also being researched.   Stay tuned to the website for more specific implementation details as we develop them. 
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· What are the options for a 4 or 5 year plan.  The semester schedule yield maximum benefits as student approach graduation.  Students can ‘download’ their 4UI credits to their gr. 11 year, or work with a Guidance counsellor to ‘balance’ their semestered timetable for difficulty.  For example; Grade 11 Biology first semester may allow for a student to take Gr. 12 Biology in their Grade 11 year to get a tough credit done.  While we wouldn’t recommend such actions for everyone, as typically a Grade 11 student has Grade 11 courses, it can be done.  In terms or 4 vs. 5 years, most students will accumulate their 30 credits to graduate in 5 years, and then they may consider whether they would like to stay for four, four and a half, followed by work for a semester, stay for a full fifth year.  It will also be possible to take 2 course one semester and 2 courses second semester in a fifth year. 
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There may be many more questions you have that are specific to your family.  Please note the ways in which we will keep the community notified of implementation details and key information as our committee develops them this year. Keep your eye on the website for Semester updates from me.   Our committee will involve parent and student representatives.  School council will also be an important advising body as we work on solutions to keeping WCI a great place to be with a new timetable.  
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For your individual questions, please Feel free to email myself or Mr. James Shantz, or use the handout provided tonight, to communicate ANY individual questions you may have.  I will also be available in the front foyer along with Mr. Shantz, to answer any specific questions you may have. 
Thank you for your patience with this important information and your commitment to WCI.  If I don’t have a chance to speak to you personally tonight, I would like to wish you all a wonderful evening.

