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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY AND KEY FINDINGS 
INTRODUCTION 
At the request of Bucks County Intermediate Unit (Bucks IU), Hanover Research (Hanover) 
conducted in-depth interviews (IDI) to explore the processes school districts undertake when 
considering a change to school start times. Bucks IU intends to use these data to provide its 
districts insight into key phases of the decision-making process and the factors weighed in the 
decision-making process. This report presents results from 15 interviews, weighing the 
insights of 17 individuals, in the following two sections: 

 Section I: The Decision-Making Process reviews the approaches participating districts 
took when deciding whether to change school start times.  

 Section II: Challenges, Outcomes, and Recommendations discusses issues with the 
implementation of new school start times, anecdotal outcomes of district efforts to 
date, and recommendations to school districts that are considering a similar change.  

 
After a brief explanation of the methodology used, Hanover presents key findings at the end 
of this introductory section. 
 
METHODOLOGY  
To answer Bucks IU’s research questions, Hanover reached out to school administrators and 
board members at 37 school districts around the United States that have either voted to 
change school start times or have closely considered doing so within the last five years. 
Hanover secured 15 interviews with district administrators and board members. Two of the 
interviews were conducted with two individuals at once for a total of 17 participants; six of 
the participating districts requested some level of anonymity in the research (Figure ES.1).  
 
Most of the participating districts are in suburban areas. Eleven of the participating districts 
decided to change their secondary school start times to later hours; two of them did so after 
switching their secondary start times to earlier hours a year or two prior. Three of the districts 
decided not to change school start times at all, and one district decided to move secondary 
school start times to an earlier hour and move elementary school start times to a later hour.1  
  

                                                         
1 Information presented in this report derives from the interviews conducted, unless otherwise stated. 
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Figure ES.1: Participant Information 

DISTRICT STATE 
APPROXIMATE 

NUMBER OF 
STUDENTS 

NAME TITLE RESULT OF VOTE 
(YEAR) DISTRICT TYPE 

McLean County Unit 5 
School District IL 13,000 Mark Daniel Superintendent Change  

(2016-2017) Rural 

District 2 - 5,000 Participant 
2 Superintendent 

Change Back after 
Changing to Early 
Secondary Start 

(2014-2015) 

Suburban 

District 3 - 186,000 Participant 
3 Board Chair Change  

(2015-2016) Suburban 

Cape Henlopen School 
District DE 5,000 Andy Lewis Board 

President 

Change to Early 
Secondary Start 

(2017-2018) 
Suburban 

Issaquah School District 
411 WA 20,000 Ron Thiele Superintendent Change  

(2017-2018) Suburban 

San Mateo Union High 
School District CA 8,000 

 
Participant 

6A 
 

Participant 
6B 

 

- No Change Suburban 

District 7 - 18,000 Eva Collins Deputy 
Superintendent 

Change  
(2016-2017) Suburban 

Academy District 20 CO 22,000 Mark 
Hatchell Superintendent Change  

(2012-2013) 

Urban 
(Medium 

City) 

District 9 - 3,000 Participant 
9 - No Change Rural 

Iowa City Community 
School District IA 14,000 Matt 

Degner 
Assistant 

Superintendent 

Change Back after 
Changing to Early 
Secondary Start 

(2016-2017) 

Urban 
(Small City) 

Seattle Public Schools WA 53,000 Stephan 
Blanford Board Member Change  

(2016-2017) 
Urban 

(Large City) 
Ypsilanti Community 

Schools MI 5,000 Benjamin 
Edmondson Superintendent Change  

(2016-2017) Suburban 

Osceola County School 
District FL 52,000 Jay Wheeler Board Member No Change Suburban 

Beaufort County Public 
Schools SC 20,000 

 
Jeffrey Moss 
 

Dereck 
Rhoads 

 

Superintendent 
 

CIO 

Change  
(2016-2017) Suburban 

District 15 - 3,000 Participant 
15 Superintendent Change  

(2018-2019) 
Urban 

(Small City) 
 



Hanover Research | May 2017 

 
© 2017 Hanover Research   5 

KEY FINDINGS 

 Districts form committees or designate other change leaders (e.g., district 
administrators) and heavily engage stakeholders when considering any change to 
school start times. These change leaders gather research, examples, and – most 
importantly – community feedback to form a proposal to be presented to the Board 
for consideration. Change leaders may survey, interview, or lead focus groups or town 
hall meetings with parents and families. Districts may host an online forum or email 
inbox for community feedback, and in one case a district hired a consultant to review 
the overwhelming number of such responses. Alternately or in addition to this, 
parents may be invited to join these leadership committees.  
o District leaders, regardless of participation in a committee, can engage 

stakeholders through informal conversations with building staff during 
walkthroughs. The Board can offer a public comment period during its meetings. 

 Change leaders weigh the logistical implications of proposed new school start times 
against the documented health benefits of sleep for adolescents, and heavily 
consider community feedback. Later school start times can increase attentiveness in 
teenage students, and earlier start times may better match the energy patterns of 
younger students. However, such change can pose logistical challenges for families 
and campuses. At the elementary level, stakeholders often express concern about the 
safety of students who may need to wait for the bus in the dark, as well as the impact 
of an earlier dismissal on childcare options. At the secondary level, a common concern 
relates to the scheduling of extracurricular activities (e.g., start time of league 
athletics) and the potential impact on instructional time for both student-athletes and 
teacher-coaches. 

 Transportation represents the biggest challenge to changing school start times, in 
terms of logistics and costs. Tiered busing systems often require districts to change 
both elementary and secondary school start times, even if districts originally only 
considered changing one or the other. Districts work with their transportation 
directors and, where applicable, outside transportation providers to create new bus 
routes and ensure that they were ready in time for the start of school. However, the 
costs of implementing a new busing program, incurred by an increased demand for 
bus drivers and for buses, can range from half a million to nearly five million dollars 
in additional costs. One district had to exclude 17 (of 115) schools from initial 
implementation because it had a cost-neutral mandate; additional funding has since 
been secured to expand the program. 
o Several districts lamented an inadequate transportation planning process that left 

families with, in some cases, only a week to prepare childcare options before the 
new start time was implemented. In other cases, the district’s transportation 
provider insufficiently staffed or resourced the program, leaving too few drivers 
or too few buses to support the change. Such delays have a large and negative 
impact on families’ perceptions of the change process. 
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 While most change is too recent to offer clear empirical evidence of impacts, 
anecdotally district leaders find that later secondary school start times have had a 
positive impact on students and staff. Change leaders noted that secondary school 
students are more alert and awake in class and have noticed improvements to 
attendance and discipline. Additionally, morale has improved for both students and 
teachers. Other participants highlighted the benefits to community engagement, in 
that families “felt heard” during the decision-making process. 

 Interview participants emphasized the importance of early, frequent, and open 
communication in guiding stakeholders through consideration of a school start time 
change. One participant emphasized the importance of making this consideration 
early in the school year prior to the desired change: in October of the year prior to an 
August implementation, for example. This gives district stakeholders time to plan for 
the changes associated with new school start time. 
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SECTION I: THE DECISION-MAKING PROCESS  
In this section, Hanover reviews findings from interviews with district administrators and 
school board members from 15 school districts regarding their process for deciding whether 
to change school start times.  
 
DISTRICT APPROACHES 
Participating districts took similar approaches when considering whether to change their 
school start times, generally summarized in three steps: district convening a committee, 
committee reviewing of data and stakeholder input, and Board evaluating the committee’s 
proposal (Figure 1.1). These committees usually include parents, students, teachers, coaches, 
athletic and transportation directors, and other stakeholders and district administrators. Eva 
Collins, a Deputy Superintendent in one suburban school district of 18,000 students, spoke to 
the committee make-up in her district: “We ended up with a committee consisting of parents, 
teachers, a coach, an athletic director, myself, a communications director, and a 
transportation director.” Two of the participating districts with a committee to explore the 
change additionally hired outside consultants to help with this process. 
 
The committees assemble research on the topic, explore different school start time options, 
evaluate costs and practicability, and consult stakeholders to draft an implementation 
proposal. Matt Degner, the Assistant Superintendent of the Iowa City Community School 
District, noted, “it was a pretty good makeup of a group and tried to talk about what some 
potential cost limitations were, some logistical limitations, what best practice is showing us 
and research for start times.” They submit their recommendations to the school board for a 
vote.  
 

Figure 1.1: The Committee Approach 

 

•Families
•Teachers
•Specialists
•Non-academic leaders 

(e.g., athletics, 
transportation)

•Administrators

Assemble Committee

•Research and examples
•Intensive community 

engagement at all levels
•Informal and formal 
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Gather Data and 
Feedback •Vote on elements of 

change
•Plan for implementation

Proposal to Board
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In districts that did not create a special committee to evaluate the proposed start time 
change, much of the above work is conducted by district administrators and their ideas are 
discussed in board meetings. Regardless of the type of decision-making approach undertaken 
in each district, most participating districts underwent a robust stakeholder consultation 
process and a thorough review of the potential advantages and disadvantages to the 
proposed change.  
 
For ease of reference, we refer to both the committees and the district administrators 
responsible for this work as “change leaders.” 
 
STAKEHOLDER CONSULTATION PROCESS AND REACTION 
Most participating districts underwent some form of a stakeholder consultation process while 
deciding whether to change school start times (Figure 1.2). As discussed above, committees 
often incorporate key stakeholders as representatives. Additionally, in districts both with and 
without a committee, change leaders commonly survey teachers, parents, and students. The 
Superintendent of a small urban district of 3,000 students explains, “there were three levels 
of surveys. We surveyed parents, we surveyed teachers, we surveyed high school kids.” 
Similarly, one participant from a small rural district of 3,000 students also conducted 
stakeholder surveys: “When the board heard a little bit of resistance, they asked us to do full-
fledged survey of parents, students and staff.” 
 
In addition to surveys, districts also solicit stakeholder responses via email and online 
comment submissions. In Eva Collins’ suburban district of 18,000 students, change leaders 
received between two and three thousand such online responses and had to hire someone 
specially to read through them all.  
 
Several of the participating districts additionally held informational and feedback meetings 
with members of the community to explain the proposed changes and receive feedback on 
them. Among Hanover’s participant sample, such meetings were most comprehensive in 
District 3, a large suburban district of over 180,000 students. The district hired a consultant 
to lead these interactive sessions. As one district Board Chair explained: 

So we held [town] hall meetings where [the consultant] made a presentation about 
the reasons why the board wanted to get to later start times, and presented the four 
different scenarios that had been developed over the course of several months, and 
asked people for feedback. So people were in tables, in small groups, and they were 
asked to do pros and cons for each of the four scenarios. And at the end of the 
meeting each table was asked to report out all that commentary, and all that 
feedback was put up online for everyone to see. 

 
Likewise, most districts had public comment periods during their board meetings for 
stakeholders to come and express their opinions of the proposed school start time changes. 
Less formally, individual superintendents and school board members converse with 
teachers and principals to learn their opinion of the discussed changes. As Jay Wheeler, a 
Board Member in the Osceola County School District in Florida, noted, “I’ll walk into a school 
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and I’ll sit down and talk to a principal. I know the teachers…I go in. I’ll walk into the teacher 
lunchroom. I’ll talk to them.” 
 

Figure 1.2: Stakeholder Consultation Strategies 

 
 
The stakeholder reaction to the above outreach varied from district to district, with most 
districts receiving mixed feedback. Ron Thiele, the Superintendent of Issaquah School District 
411, summarized this range of received responses: “we did hear from a number of people 
that they didn’t like how early the elementary schools were going to start… I should also say 
there were people who liked it, liked the idea of inverting.”  
 
KEY CONSIDERATIONS IN THE DECISION 

TRANSPORTATION 
For districts with tiered busing systems―that is, where the same buses are used to carry 
secondary and elementary school students―transportation was the most important factor 
in a decision regarding new school start times. Transportation logistics and possibilities often 
dictate whether a change in school start times is feasible, and necessitate that a change in 
the school start time of one academic level also result in a change in the school start time of 
another. Ron Thiele, the Superintendent of Issaquah School District 411, explained this 
process: 

We currently have a multi-tiered busing system, which means that... I have staggered 
start times between my elementary and my secondary schools so that drivers can go 
out and pick up high schoolers and middle schoolers, deliver them to school and then 
that same driver, same bus, can go out and do an elementary run and deliver those 
kids to school. 

 
Because of this dynamic, most districts in the sample with tiered busing first settled on an 
acceptable high school start time and then adjusted their elementary and middle school 
start times to reflect transportation realities.  
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The two exceptions were, respectively, Ypsilanti Community Schools and District 2, a small 
suburban district of 5,000 students. Ypsilanti sought to implement an earlier elementary start 
time to respond to parent concerns. Thus, the district ended up with a later high school start 
time only as a byproduct of changing the elementary school start time. Meanwhile, District 2 
decided to move secondary school start times to an earlier hour and elementary school start 
times to a later one. The Superintendent arrived in the district after secondary school start 
times moved forward by 30 minutes (i.e., district changed a 7:50 am start to a 7:20 am start). 
S/he surveyed stakeholders and found that “nobody really liked the earlier start times except 
for building principals because they were trying to create more time in the schedule to 
provide intervention for students and this was the way that they could do that, by starting 
school earlier.” As a result, District 2’s current 8:00 am start time for high schools was not 
influenced by a desire for a later secondary start time, but as a result of dissatisfaction among 
the community surrounding the move to a 7:20 am start time. The district made the change 
without much regard for transportation, because “we don’t bus high school students to and 
from school in general; we only bus for extracurricular activities.” 
 
New transportation proposals served as either an advantage or a disadvantage in the 
discussions surrounding changing school start times:  

 If a given district could flip its schedule while cutting bus routes, such a change saved 
the district money and was considered an advantage.  

 Conversely, if a given district needed to add routes or buses to accommodate the new 
schedule, such a change increased costs and was considered a disadvantage. 

 
Participating districts that either did not have tiered busing or that did not bus their 
students typically did not discuss changing elementary school start times during their 
decision-making processes, as with the example of District 2 above. Likewise, Deputy 
Superintendent Collins noted: “I think it worked well for us because we were able to just work 
with high school. If it had been a complete system change, I think that’s really cha[lle]nging. 
It’s not that you can’t do it, but it’s really challenging.” 
 
ADVANTAGES OF THE START TIME CHANGE 
Commonly mentioned advantages of implementing later secondary school start times focus 
on adolescent health. This was also the factor participants pointed to most often when 
identifying the impetus behind their initial consideration of changing school start times. Mark 
Daniel, the Superintendent of McLean County Unit 5 Schools, framed this benefit against the 
perceived disadvantages of his district’s old system, where secondary students began school 
at an earlier hour: “that’s not benefiting students from their academic standpoint, from their 
sleeping stand point. We can talk about depression, we can talk about driving safety, we can 
talk about even extracurriculars and number of injuries and so forth.” Similarly, one 
participant, the Board Chair of a large suburban district of over 180,000 students, added: 
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The health benefits are just so substantial. Students do get more sleep, and sleep 
deprivation of course is associated with many health problems, emotional problems, 
it exacerbates depression, it’s connected to obesity, it’s connected to acne. It’s 
connected to, in the long term, diabetes. Drowsy driving is a very significant issue for 
our teenagers, and […] getting a good night’s sleep is critical to learning for our 
students. And that’s been proven time and time again, that getting adequate sleep 
is important both to prepare the brain to learn, and then after the learning to 
consolidate the learning. So sleep is important both before and after learning. 

 
Districts considering switching their secondary school start times to a later hour also posit 
that such a change would have a positive impact on student attendance and tardiness. With 
a later start time, they presume, students would have more time to sleep in and make it to 
school on time. Relatedly, participating districts argued that the extra sleep would ensure that 
secondary school students arrive to school well-rested and ready to take on the day. 
Describing problems under the previous schedule, the Superintendent of a small suburban 
district of 5,000 students said that:    

Students were not very energetic in the mornings when they were in school. They 
were tired, they were lethargic. They were not attentive. They would sleep. Kids 
would put their heads down occasionally and they might all sleep, that type of 
behavior. So those were all types of negative impacts of this schedule. 

 
In a similar vein, several districts posit that an earlier start time would be better for 
elementary school students. Younger children are more awake in the morning then their 
adolescent counterparts and only begin to get tired later in the afternoon. Benjamin 
Edmondson, the Superintendent of Ypsilanti Community Schools, explains that “our kids were 
getting out too late. They’re six years old getting out at 4:00, 4:30, [...]. They wouldn’t get 
home until 5:30, some of them sometimes 6:00, and I was like, [...] They just really need our 
support. We’re just killing them.” 
 

Figure 1.3: Advantages of Later Secondary, Earlier Elementary Start Times 
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DISADVANTAGES OF THE START TIME CHANGE 
Most participants considering a schedule flip worried about the need for new child care 
provisions for younger students. Under the proposed schedule changes, elementary schools 
in most participating districts would be dismissed before middle and high schools; elementary 
students would be unable to have an older sibling pick them up from school and would need 
daycare. Likewise, elementary students with no older siblings would also require after school 
supervision until a parent could pick them up. Mark Daniel, the Superintendent of McLean 
County Unit 5 Schools remarked that this consideration rendered the school start time 
proposal particularly controversial in his district: “And the reason it’s highly controversial is 
because you’re impacting […] elementary students’ parents; they now have to change 
daycare.” 
 
Districts also routinely considered the impact such a change would have on after school 
activities, including extracurriculars, additional scholastic support, and work. For example, 
participants relayed the concern that high school students who work after school might not 
be able to make it to their job on time given the later dismissal. Similarly, others expressed 
concern about students missing instructional time due to extra-curricular activities. Since 
most districts in the sample participate in athletic competitions with districts that end their 
schools at more traditional times, student-athletes and coaches would need to leave one or 
two periods early to arrive to competitions on time. Matt Degner, the Assistant 
Superintendent of the Iowa City Community School District commented: 

With secondary students, a lot of them are participating in after-school activities. 
Therefore, if school or if their academic day doesn’t end until 4:00, many of them 
are missing instructional time to leave for those activities, as they start earlier 
because the rest of our athletic conferences aren’t necessarily operating on the same 
bell system we are. 

 
A less commonly mentioned disadvantage centers on the safety of elementary school 
children. A schedule flip means that elementary school children would have to wait for their 
bus or walk to school before daybreak on some occasions. As Jay Wheeler of Osceola County 
School District in Florida mentioned, such an arrangement can be dangerous: 

In order to do that, we’re putting five- and six-year-olds out at five or six in the 
morning, which is not to suggest that those students can’t do well early in the 
morning, younger kids, but it’s just not safe to put a kid that young at a bus stop in 
the dark. 

 
Several of the participants from districts in more populated areas additionally mentioned 
traffic when discussing potential disadvantages of moving secondary school start times to a 
later hour. Since, under most proposed changes, high schools would start and let out later, 
students and teachers would be on the road to and from school at around the same time that 
most people are commuting to work. In heavily populated areas, this could cause tardiness 
and student absence. As one participant from the San Mateo Union High School District 
remarked on the topic, “The afternoon traffic was kind of slow.” This was particularly a 
problem for teachers, many of whom were commuting from far away.  
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A few districts also considered other ways in which later secondary school start times would 
disadvantage teachers. Many teachers are either pursuing further education at night or have 
their own family obligations. Thus, a later secondary school dismissal would leave them with 
less time to tend to their personal affairs.  
 
Figure 1.4 presents an overview of disadvantages to school start times changes identified by 
districts in our sample. 
 

Figure 1.4: Disadvantages of Changing School Start Times 
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the transportation situation dictated that later high school start times would move 
elementary school start times to an earlier time, but elementary school parents were 
concerned about their children having to get up earlier in the morning. The Osceola County 
School District in Florida could only adjust its start times by either flipping elementary and 
secondary school schedules or by investing $25 million in new buses and drivers. The first 
option would have required elementary students to wait for their buses before daybreak and 
so it was a non-starter for the board. The second option was impossible from a financial 
standpoint. As such, the Osceola County School Board decided against a school start time 
change. As Jay Wheeler, a Board member, explained:  

If we had a school district where there was no bus service and the parents and the 
students were responsible for their own transportation, it would be a different 
conversation but as a public school district, we’re required to provide transportation 
to students that live outside of a two mile walk radius. As a result, we simply cannot 
afford to start high schools at a later time. 

 
Funding was an issue for a fourth district, Cape Henlopen School District in Delaware, which  
opened a new elementary school with no funding for new buses. Ultimately, the district 
decided to start high schools first. The decision aimed to minimize the impact of secondary 
school student participation in extracurriculars on instructional time. 
 
DIFFICULTY OF THE DECISION 
No matter the results of the local debate, most districts reported that the decision on school 
start times was a difficult one. Participants explained variously that, “debate in the town hall 
was very heated,” “bargaining was quite contentious,” or “no consensus […] was building 
around [our initial] proposal.” Only four participants held the opposite view. All four were 
from districts where there was a lot of agreement on the issue from the beginning: 

 District 2, a small suburban district of 5,000 students, switched high school start times 
to an earlier hour two years ago to maximize instructional time. However, after a year, 
students were late and inattentive, attendance was down, and teachers had a hard 
time getting to school in the mornings. Thus, stakeholders supported a change to a 
secondary start time that was later than the original. 

 Academy District 20 used to begin high schools at 7:00 am and most stakeholders felt 
that this was much too early. As such, the process of switching high school start times 
to a later hour was not a particularly difficult one: “Starting 45 minutes later, we didn’t 
really get any pushback.” Additionally, the district did not change elementary or 
middle school start times. 

 Ypsilanti Community Schools was unique in that they changed start times because the 
9:00 am start for elementary students inconvenienced parents who had to be at work 
before then. This was causing the school district to lose elementary students to other 
schools. Thus, the district moved elementary schools to an earlier start, which 
necessitated that high school start times be moved later. Given that it was addressing 
parent concerns, the decision was not contentious on the school board level. 
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 The Osceola County School District Board agreed that a change to later secondary 
school start times should not occur because of budgetary constraints and the board’s 
unwillingness to have young students waiting for buses before daybreak.  

 
INFORMING STAKEHOLDERS OF SCHEDULE CHANGES 
Districts used diverse media to communicate schedule change decisions with parents and 
other key stakeholders. In particular, they utilized automated phone calls, back to school 
meetings, local media coverage, school newsletters, school and district websites, and social 
media, among other related approaches. Superintendent Moss described his district’s 
outreach as a series of “PR campaigns” organized through its communications unit:  

We did quite a few different PR campaigns. We have a communications department 
that put it out on our website, obviously. Facebook, Instagram, Twitter accounts. I did 
a podcast that was put out on our website. All of the schools sent it home in a 
newsletter, discussed it at parent/teacher meetings, open houses, we took an ad out 
in the newspaper with our new times and, obviously, the newspaper coverage. I think 
we did a very effective job communicating it to our parents 

  
The Superintendent of a small suburban district of 5,000 students also emphasized social 
media within a larger communication strategy managed by a communications department: 
“So just social media, all various communication outlets that are available to schools, we tried 
to leverage those through our communications director primarily.” 
 
Participants also consistently highlighted the importance of timely communication with 
stakeholders so that no one is surprised when the changes go into effect. As the Board Chair 
of a large suburban district of over 180,000 students commented:  

One of the reasons that we took the vote in October for the next September, was 
because we did want to have the better part of a year to make sure people knew 
that the bell times were changing, so they could prepare for any change in their 
specific bell time. 
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SECTION II: CHALLENGES, OUTCOMES, AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
This section of the report details the implementation challenges encountered by districts that 
instituted a start time change, the observed outcomes of such a change, and 
recommendations to other districts considering changing school start times.  
 
IMPLEMENTATION CHALLENGES 

TRANSPORTATION AND BUDGET 
Since a schedule flip changes the start times for the entire district, it often requires a 
completely new transportation plan. Districts worked with their transportation directors 
and, where applicable, outside transportation providers to create new bus routes and 
ensure that they were ready in time for the start of school. Nonetheless, transportation 
issues were commonplace among the participants. They proved most problematic in McClean 
County Unit 5 District where Mark Daniel, the Superintendent, described the busing situation 
in terms of staffing:  

Buses were ready to go, and we were confident that day one we would roll the buses, 
and we would have very little conflicts with buses with routing, with being on time, 
not being on time, and so forth. I will tell you that it was a complete disaster. And the 
reason it was a complete disaster as we found out, was because the [transportation 
provider] wasn’t truly being completely forthright in their data, and the information 
they were providing us… Number one problem, the day that the buses were rolled 
they didn’t have enough drivers. They started having a driver shortage. 

 
It took the McClean County Unit 5 District until November of the year the schedule change 
was implemented to resolve issues with its transportation system. This angered parents and 
almost derailed the implementation of new school bell times in the district. Likewise, in 
Ypsilanti Community Schools, the transportation company did not solidify new bus routes 
until a week before the schedules took effect, leaving many parents unprepared for the 
upcoming changes. 
 
Seattle Public Schools and Issaquah School District 411 also reported difficulties with 
arranging new transportation schedules. Stephan Blanford, a Board Member of Seattle Public 
Schools, explained:  

We had to change bus schedules and we were not able to serve all of the schools. So 
we have 98 schools in Seattle public schools and I think 17 of them we were not 
able to include them in the shift of bell time because we had a mandate that this 
had to be a cost-neutral proposal, it couldn’t cost us more to implement it and as a 
result 17 schools did not benefit from it. 
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In this way, transportation realities dictated that, despite the board’s vote to change school 
start times, not all students in Seattle benefited from new school start times. This issue has 
since been addressed by additional funding.  
 
Meanwhile, Issaquah School District 411 has yet to institute new schedules, but is already 
running into implementation difficulties related to transportation. More specifically, it is 
having difficulties hiring bus drivers for its new routes. Superintendent Thiele explained, “I 
will say there is a concern about the ability to get drivers, too. We have a very, very strong 
economy here[…]. We’re struggling to hire all school employees. Getting those additional bus 
drivers has not been[...]. We’re still working on that.” 
 
In all the interviewed districts, any potential impact of the school bell change on the budget 
was exclusively the result of a new transportation plan. Adding buses and bus drivers is 
expensive, while cutting bus routes can save districts a lot of money. Through this dynamic, 
new school start times cost Issaquah School District 411 some $600,000 a year. Thiele added: 

I should tell you, too, that the cost of implementing this solution is going to come at 
about between $600,000 and $700,000 a year. That’s because we needed I think 
eight more bus drivers. We didn’t have to buy more buses because we were in the 
process of depreciating out some of our older buses that are still good buses. We 
were able to just keep them. 

 
In District 3, a large suburban district with over 180,000 students, the costs of switching 
school bell times proved even more expensive with $4.9 million in first year costs and some 
$3 million in ongoing costs. 
 
Even so, some districts addressed their transportation schedules without a negative impact 
on the budget. For example, new schedules in Ypsilanti Community Schools dictated that the 
district add two buses. However, Superintendent Edmondson did so by moving two buses 
from the district’s alternative program to its regular elementary and secondary run and using 
city buses to deliver alternative students to school. Similarly, in the Iowa City Community 
School District and in District 2, a small suburban district of 5,000 students, the most recent 
schedule changes had no significant impact on district budgets. The Seattle Public Schools 
also instituted a schedule change without impacting the budget in a negative way; however, 
as discussed previously, this was only possible because the district initially excluded a number 
of its schools from the change. 
 
A few of the districts saved money by cutting transportation costs while transitioning to new 
start time schedules. Out of a $12 million budget, the McLean County Unit 5 School District 
saved about $1.2 million a year in this way. Additionally, Superintendent Hatchell of Academy 
District 20 noted that his district saved money by cutting bus stops: “Well, we cut bus stops, 
which affected the budget in a positive way which allowed us to do this.” 
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CHILD CARE 
Another implementation challenge concerns before and after school care for the youngest 
students. Jeffrey Moss, the Superintendent of Beaufort County Public Schools, explained:  

One of the challenges at the elementary grade was our schools had to develop some 
form of before and after school care for elementary students, so they had to, really 
quickly, over the summer put together a consistent process for parents that were not 
going to be able to pick their child up or could not find daycare because of the hour 
difference from the previous year that we would actually become daycare providers. 

 
Before and after school care for the youngest students was also an important topic of debate 
in the McClean County Unit 5 School District. As Superintendent Daniel reported, “[…] 
knowing that there are going to be issues with daycare providers, we had to ensure that there 
were solutions in place, which there were.” Likewise, Beaufort surveyed parents to find out 
how many would need after school care and then implemented a program at those 
elementary schools where demand was high.  
 
EXTRACURRICULARS 
Districts also pointed to some difficulties with adjusting extracurricular activities to fit the 
new schedules. This problem was perhaps most pronounced in the Iowa City Community 
School District. Assistant Superintendent Degner noted: 

Probably the biggest logistical hurdle was some of those activities and practice start 
times, facilities, some of those pieces to work out on our end, as a secondary system, 
trying to work through shared coaches. If they’re an elementary teacher and they’re 
a coach, could they get to the practice on time and still complete their teaching 
contract? That’s always a continuing issue, of course. I think, really, the 
communication and the logistics challenges of that secondary day going so much later 
and then making sure we could still run all of our activities and practices and hold our 
events in sync with the other districts was a concern. 

 
Even so, one district in the sample, District 15—a small urban district of 3,000 students—
marshaled the other districts in its athletic conference to start athletic events later. The 
Superintendent of that district stated:  

One of the things that happened was, a year ago this spring […] the 11 other 
Superintendents in that league backed me and issued a joint letter [stating] that all 
12 districts in the [league] will look at making the same change in time. So that took 
the athletic piece off the table. 

 
Figure 2.1 on the following page presents an overview of implementation challenges districts 
faced when making the move to later high school start times. 
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Figure 2.1: Implementation Challenges 

 
 
TOO EARLY TO DEFINE OUTCOMES 
All participating districts that implemented a later secondary school start time have done so 
within the last few years, and none felt they had reliable data to demonstrate the impact of 
the change on student outcomes.  
 
However, anecdotally, participants reported that the change has generally been positive for 
students. More specifically, participants noted that secondary students have been showing 
up to class more alert and awake. Attendance has improved and tardiness and discipline 
problems have decreased. Additionally, morale has improved for both students and teachers. 
Superintendent Moss explained: 

From the high school level, we’ve seen a reduction in tardies, discipline has gone 
down, our out-of-school discipline has gone down dramatically, so students that are 
anecdotally reporting back say that they are more attentive, they’re awake, they’re 
ready to learn. Our data from a testing perspective shows that we’ve not lost ground 
and in many cases we’ve improved. So we’re seeing the right trends right now. 
Obviously, it’s still a little early. This is our first year with all schools on this 
timeframe, so we’ll continue to evaluate it as the year concludes and ensure that for 
all the reasons that we’ve made the decision, it’s worth it. 

 
Similarly, the start time change has also had a positive impact on elementary school students. 
As Mike Daniel of McLean County Unit 5 Schools explained: 

I don’t have actual data on this yet. But anecdotal data from talking to teachers and 
parents is that there is a significant difference in regards to elementary students. 
Currently their engagement, they are being alive and active and that sort of thing. 
Less disciplinary issues because our kids aren’t phasing out. I am also hearing that, 
from high school teachers, that high school students are now coming in the building, 
again we are starting at 8:30, and they are ready to go. 

 
Another Superintendent highlighted the positive impacts for teachers. Because of the start 
time change, “attendance has improved, students are much more alert and prepared for the 
school to start in the morning. Teachers as well ― morale was a huge improvement with both 
students and staff.” 
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PARTICIPANTS’ OPINION OF THE CHANGE 
Given the positive student outcomes described above, most participants from districts that 
implemented a later high school start time are supportive of their district’s decision. 
Participant 2, a Superintendent of a small suburban district, explains: 

Well I think it was a good decision number one because I think it does promote health 
and human growth and the development of our students. Having the opportunity at 
least for a little extra sleep. We know that that’s all a function of what time they go 
to bed, so not necessarily what time they get up. But at least they seem to have been 
dealing with that in a much better way. 

 
Others were encouraged by the community engagement. Assistant Superintendent Degner 
of Iowa City explained: 

I think it’s a success from the standpoint that I think the community felt heard. I think 
they felt like they got responded to. I’m sure there are some in the community that 
aren’t happy with the change or don’t like what it’s doing for their family. But, overall, 
it seems to me like we’re in a better spot than what we were in last year at this time. 

 
One participant in the sample whose district voted in support of changing school start times 
was personally against the idea as it was planned. For about a year, a fraction of the schools 
in the district did not benefit from new schedules due to transportation constraints associated 
with funding limitations. As he explained:  

For the last year and a half now, we’ve had schools that have not benefited from this 
policy change that we’ve had that, on its face, is supposed to be incredibly beneficial 
to the students. So what I struggle with as a policy maker is, I don’t want to pick and 
choose schools, I don’t want to go into a school and say, ‘Sorry, due to budget 
challenges your kids don’t get [to] benefit in the way that kids across the city get [to] 
benefit’. That’s one reason that I couldn’t vote for it in good conscience. 

[…] [S]econdarily, I know that there are a number of community-based 
organizations in before and after school care, organizations that have been really 
impacted in a negative way and many of those are, one, they’re our partners, but 
two, we’ve done them a huge disservice by moving this forward without enough 
time and attention spent to the implications of it for everyone. 

 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
Thinking of other school districts, participants pointed to the importance of engaging various 
stakeholders throughout the decision-making and, where applicable, the implementation 
processes. Speaking on this point, Dereck Rhoads, the Chief Instructional Officer of Beaufort 
Public Schools, noted that school districts should involve “people in the conversation: the 
town halls, the student advisory committees, our principals, our leaders, our teachers, making 
sure all those various groups are part of the conversation.” Similarly, when asked for advice, 
Superintendent Thiele of Issaquah stated that: 
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I think I articulated to you quite a community engagement process, using the Thought 
Exchange, communicating broadly through our normal electronic social media 
channels, holding public engagement meetings, working closely with the experts in 
my transportation system and give plenty of advance[d] notice to a change. 

 
Deputy Superintendent Collins also touched upon stakeholder engagement when discussing 
the importance of the work done by the committee to explore the proposed school start time 
change in her district. As she explained:  

But I would say that having the committee with stakeholders and our committee 
brainstormed with every stakeholder group that we could think of that would be 
interested in knowing about a later start time and would have some input, and then 
we kind of divided up and reached out to all of those stakeholders. So I would say, 
engaging your stakeholders, just like with any change, is really critical. 

 
Superintendent Daniel of McLean County likewise reflected, “it was critical for us to have the 
steering committee.” 
 
Several of the participants also stressed that, no matter what decision a district ultimately 
takes, districts should make sure that this decision is grounded in what is best for students. 
As Andy Lewis, the Board President of the Cape Henlopen School District, noted: “They need 
to be concerned about the education of their students and providing the maximum education 
for that.” 
 
Similarly, Jay Wheeler, a Board Member of the Osceola County School District, noted that, 
“You want the best you can for children and the best that we could do for children if we had 
the resources, especially teenagers, is to start school later. We simply can’t afford it.” The 
participants’ belief in the importance of always doing what is best for students was further 
elucidated by Matt Degner, the Assistant Superintendent of the Iowa City Community School 
District when he stated that: 

I think that a lot of us get into the practicality and the logistics of it. Sometimes the 
questions get hard. I think if we’re always keeping the eye on what’s best for the 
students and not necessarily what’s easiest for the adults that we’ll end up with good 
decisions. 

 
Participants also consistently stressed the importance of gathering data on the topic before 
one begins discussing a change in school start times. One Superintendent of a suburban 
district of about 5,000 students had this to say about the importance of familiarizing oneself 
with the data on school start times: 

Well, I would suggest that they do their due diligence in gathering data prior to 
making a decision and making it a data based decision, not something that we think 
this will be good because we want to do this or that. But to actually have hard data 
that they can use to build a rationale to support a decision either for moving them 
[school start times] up or moving them back. 
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Superintendent Thiele echoed this sentiment when stating that, “Anytime you’re going to 
make a change, do your homework on the front end, have a good reason and justification for 
it, and if it’s something that you truly believe in then move forward.” 
 
To a lesser degree, participants also commented on the importance of having a good 
implementation plan in place before changes take place to ensure that the transition is 
smooth. They also recommended starting the discussion on changing start times well in 
advance of the proposed changes so that the process is not rushed and the concerns of all 
stakeholders can be heard. Finally, participants from Beaufort County Public Schools, the only 
school district in the sample that implemented a pilot of proposed start time changes in a 
cluster of its schools prior to making a decision for the whole district, spoke very highly of this 
approach because it allowed them to see how a school start time change would work in their 
own school context.  
 
Figure 2.2 summarizes recommendations for districts considering a school start time change. 
 

Figure 2.2: Recommendations for Effective School Start Time Decision-Making 
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APPENDIX: INTERVIEW GUIDE 
Hanover used the following questions to explore the process behind each participating 
district’s decision on whether to change school start times.  
 
PARTICIPANT’S ROLE 

1. To start off, can you briefly describe your position and role in the school district? 
 

2. What was your involvement in your district’s decision on whether to change school 
start times? 

 
DECISION-MAKING PROCESS 

3. How did you decide whether to change school start times? 
 

4. What was your stakeholder consultation process for this decision? 
 

5. When you were deciding whether to change school start times, what advantages and 
disadvantages did you weigh? Take me through your pros and cons list. 

 
a. What were the key factor in your decision? 

 
6. Can you describe the process that your school district went through to decide new 

potential start times for the elementary, middle, and high school levels? 
 

a. What factors did your district consider in deciding the start times for each 
grade level? 
 

b. How did the potential impact of your decision on students of different grade 
levels factor into your final determination? 

 
DECISION OUTCOME: DISTRICTS THAT IMPLEMENTED THE CHANGE 

7. So, your district implemented a change in school start times. Can you tell me about 
this transition? 

 
8. In retrospect, do you think that the decision to change school start times was correct? 

 
a. What impact do you think the decision has had on your school district? 

 
9. How did your school district communicate its new start times to key stakeholders? 

 
10. What advice would you give to other school districts that are considering changing 

their school start times? 
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a. Is there anything you think your school district should have done differently 

throughout the decision-making and implementation processes?  
 
DECISION OUTCOME: DISTRICTS THAT DID NOT IMPLEMENT THE CHANGE 
 

11. In retrospect, do you think that the decision not to change school start times was 
correct? Please explain. 

 
12. Do you anticipate your school district reconsidering its decision not to change school 

start times at some point in the future? 
 

13. What advice would you give to other school districts that are considering changing 
their school start times? 
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PROJECT EVALUATION FORM 
 
Hanover Research is committed to providing a work product that meets or exceeds client 
expectations. In keeping with that goal, we would like to hear your opinions regarding our 
reports. Feedback is critically important and serves as the strongest mechanism by which we 
tailor our research to your organization. When you have had a chance to evaluate this report, 
please take a moment to fill out the following questionnaire. 
 
http://www.hanoverresearch.com/evaluation/index.php 
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