SPRINGFIELD - When school starts next Tuesday, many Springfield students will face major changes, from uniforms to "block" scheduling that will nearly double the length of class periods at city middle schools.

Meanwhile, the Roger L. Putnam Vocational-Technical High School and the John J. Duggan Middle School have reorganized, with state help, into "Commonwealth pilot schools." The shift was to prevent Putnam and Duggan, which failed to make "adequate yearly progress," in test scores, from being labeled chronically underperforming by the state Board of Education, and falling under state control.

Pilot schools, designed to be models of innovation, are given authority over their own budgets, staff, curriculum and calendar, with the goal of tailoring programs more closely to students' needs.

School starts on Sept. 4 for grades 1 through 12 in Springfield, while kindergarten begins Sept. 10, and preschool on Sept. 11.

Both Putnam and Duggan will open with many newly hired teachers. Putnam, which will have 1,470 students this year, up from 1,330 last year, will be split into five small learning communities. Meanwhile, Duggan has been reduced to 600 students from 775, and will be divided into three different "houses."

"My sense right now is that they are definitely ready," said School Superintendent Joseph P. Burke last week, speaking of the pilot schools. "The students are going to notice some differences . . . in terms of the overall expectations."

For the first time this fall, Putnam will offer advanced placement courses. Meanwhile, it has re-opened a machine tool technology program, while adding a general building maintenance track, said Principal Kevin L. McCaskill.
McCaskill said Putnam is "embracing" 200 new students entering through School Choice, who will bump enrollment to its highest level in recent years.

Duggan will require all students to wear a uniform of slacks, skirts and polo shirts, while the Renaissance School, formerly the Springfield Expeditionary Learning School, has mandated slacks, skirts, and shirts with collars. Several elementary schools have adopted voluntary uniform policies, and principals have said they expect many families to comply because support for the move is strong.

Dress codes vary at each school, but most prohibit T-shirts and jeans.

Springfield School Committee member Antonette E. Pepe, who chairs the Ad Hoc Student Uniform Subcommittee, has said uniforms will reduce distractions, and help prevent gangs from displaying their symbols.

At Chestnut Accelerated Middle School, teachers have undergone training for the new "block" scheduling, which will almost double math and English periods, from 50 to 90 minutes per day. Meanwhile, class time for social studies and science will also be bumped up, to 90 minute sessions two or three times per week.

"I think it's going to be a great thing," said Chestnut principal Lydia E. Martinez, adding that in the past, after attendance and other "housekeeping" matters were finished, little time was left for learning. With longer class times, "you can really get to the core of the subjects," she said.

Martinez said teachers won't lecture for entire 90-minute periods. They will shift from lessons to activities, and there will be a brief "transition" time in the middle, when children who need to use water fountains or bathrooms may be excused.

Districtwide, questions remain about the future of a cell phone ban implemented late last spring to reduce interruptions and text-messaging during class, and prevent students from using phones to organize fights.

However, the measure drew opposition from parents, who claimed children needed cell phones for transportation and safety reasons.

