



EDUCATION: Woman is a force behind delaying first day of school 

A North Miami Beach woman is leading the effort to delay the school starting date. Her group supports a bill that gets its first committee hearing today.
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Sherry Sturner took action when she was unable to get a satisfactory explanation for why her two children, ages 7 and 10, had to start school in early August -- the hottest month of the year and the height of the hurricane season. 

The North Miami Beach woman formed Save Our Summers to advocate delaying the school starting date. The group is supporting a bill (HB 177) to prohibit schools from starting earlier than a week before Labor Day, the traditional end of summer vacation. The legislation gets its first committee hearing today. 

"Why are we starting so early?" Sturner said at a news conference Monday. "I have asked and asked and never received an answer that is based on research and cold hard facts. Don't get me wrong, I'd received tons of creative answers, but the bottom line is simple: Calendars don't teach children." 

Sturner argued a later date would save money that could be spent on academics by reducing air conditioning costs, and it would keep children out of harm's way during the most active part of the hurricane season. August hurricanes have temporarily closed some Florida schools during the past two years. 

A poll commissioned by Save Our Summers shows 74 percent of 400 Florida voters sampled across the state support a uniform starting date in late August while only 7 percent are opposed. The random telephone survey by The Kitchens Group has a plus or minus 4.9 percent margin of error. 

Last month, the Miami-Dade School Board gave preliminary approval to a plan to open schools in mid-August next fall, reversing a years-long trend of earlier start dates that frustrated thousands of parents and teachers. 

The board approved a 2006-07 calendar that begins on Aug. 14, a week later than classes began this year. The calendar change requires final approval, likely to come in February. 

Florida's tourism industry also is backing the legislation because it would free students to hold summer jobs in August, a busy international travel month, said the bill's sponsor, Rep. Dan Gelber, D-Miami Beach. 

Gelber said some school districts began moving up starting dates so children could get more instructional time before taking the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test, or FCAT, in late February and early March. 

The FCAT has been a factor in the earlier starting dates, acknowledged Ruth Melton, director of legislative relations for the Florida School Boards Association, which opposes the bill. But she said it's not the only reason. 

"The additional reasons are just as compelling," she said. 

They include matching community college starting dates to accommodate dual enrollment students and providing more instructional time before college entrance and advanced placement tests. Some districts have started earlier so they could add a fall break. 

Another reason is to finish the first semester before winter break so students can take exams before going on vacation instead of when returning in January. 

Schools in other states also have been advancing start dates to early or mid-August. 

There also has been a similar backlash. Wisconsin last year barred schools from starting earlier than Sept. 1 and Minnesota schools this year cannot open before Labor Day. North Carolina set an Aug. 25 limit in 2004. 

