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Introduction
The monitoring of pupil achievement in reading and mathematics has expanded sig-

nificantly since the passage of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act in the United

States. As a consequence, schools are under intense pressure to devise strategies to

strengthen student performance in these subjects. At the same time, there has been a

proliferation of comparative studies of pupil achievement (e.g., Programme for

International Student Assessment [PISA], Trends in International Mathematics and

Science Study [TIMSS], and Progress in International Reading Literacy Study

[PIRLS]), which focus on intercountry rankings in a relatively narrow set of subjects

and competencies: mathematics, science, and reading literacy. Many scholars and ana-

lysts, in the United States and elsewhere, are concerned that the disproportionate

attention to monitoring achievements in these subject areas may unintentionally con-

tribute to a diminution of focus on other curricular subjects (e.g., social studies, arts,

and foreign languages) and thus contribute to a narrowing of the school curriculum.

In light of these concerns, reforming school time policies becomes a salient

issue. Typically, instructional time policies are framed within the context of a “zero-

sum game.” In other words, there are a set number of school days per year and hours

per school day during which the weekly curriculum must be distributed. If some

subjects gain in importance, others must, by definition, be weakened. Other options,

however, can be contemplated. For example, if overall instructional time is increased,

then there may be less pressure to “narrow the curriculum,” because there would be

sufficient time to bolster instruction in mathematics and reading while maintaining

in-depth instruction in other subjects, such as history, civic education, and the arts.

Proponents of education reform have often examined foreign education sys-

tems when considering various policy options. The present study follows this tradi-

tion, by drawing explicit comparisons of the instructional time and curricular poli-
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cies of U.S. states with countries that are members of the Organisation for Economic

Co-operation and Development (OECD).1 Specifically, this paper uses different offi-

cial sources to compare U.S. states and OECD countries on intended yearly instruc-

tional time and the relative emphasis given to major curricular subjects during pri-

mary and lower secondary education (first through ninth grades). The quantitative

information is drawn from official documents published by U.S. state governments

and compiled by the United Nations Education, Scientific and Cultural

Organization’s (UNESCO’s) International Bureau of Education (IBE) and the OECD.

In relation to overall instructional time, these comparisons show the following:

• On average, OECD countries mandate about 700 to 720 yearly hours of instruc-

tion time in the first two years of primary education. Intended instructional

time increases in each subsequent grade level and reaches more than 900 annual

hours in ninth grade—an average increase of about 25 annual hours per grade,

with significant jumps in third through fifth grades and between sixth and sev-

enth grade. Time policies show considerable variation in the early primary

grades and greater homogeneity and convergence in the upper grades of pri-

mary education.

• U.S. states on average hold classes for 170 to 180 days a year (the average being

between 177 and 179 days).

• For the U.S. states that provide detailed information on how many hours during

the school day are devoted to instruction, it is estimated that students should

receive, on average, between 874 and 891 hours of instructional time in the early

primary grades (first through third grades). This increases to between 925 and 930

hours in fourth through sixth grades and between 960 to 982 hours during junior

high and senior high school grades. As is the case in OECD countries, time poli-

cies in U.S. states are more heterogeneous in first through third grades and in high

school grades and less so in fourth through sixth grades of elementary school.

• Overall, then, the official intended school year is longer in almost all U.S. states

(i.e., they allocate more hours per year for classroom instruction) in elementary

and high school grades than the average OECD country.
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In relation to curricular emphases, these comparisons show the following:

• Language education is the core subject area in the first nine grades of formal

schooling, although its relative emphasis declines in the upper-elementary

grades. In addition, most OECD countries teach more than one “official” lan-

guage or require foreign language instruction in the elementary grades.

• U.S. states tend to place considerably more emphasis on language arts than the

vast majority of OECD countries. However, U.S. states require little instruction

in foreign language(s) in the elementary grades and, if they do, the relative

emphasis of this subject area is weak.

• Mathematics is required throughout the primary and lower secondary grades,

although its emphasis declines at the higher grade levels. Official mathematics

policies in U.S. states are similar to those in OECD countries: on average, 18

percent of total instructional time is devoted to mathematics instruction.

• Instruction in the natural and physical sciences is required in all OECD coun-

tries and its relative emphasis in the official curriculum increases across grade

levels. The evidence suggests that U.S. states devote relatively more attention to

the sciences than OECD countries.

• In most countries, the teaching of social science subjects typically follows (in terms

of grade sequencing) the teaching of basic literacy and numeracy. Subjects like his-

tory, geography, civics, and, to a lesser extent, social studies are less prevalent in first

through fourth grades, and more prevalent in fifth through eighth grades.

• The evidence suggests that U.S. states place relatively greater emphasis on social

science subjects (e.g., social studies, history, geography, and civics) in the ele-

mentary grades than OECD countries. The opposite is the case for aesthetic

education (e.g., art, music, dance, and singing). Comparisons of subject

emphases at the junior high level were unavailable.

The paper is organized into five parts: The background section briefly reviews rele-

vant background literature and previous research. The section on methodological

considerations describes the research methodology, including the compilation of

curricular data and the construction of the study’s main variables.2 The findings sec-

tion presents trends and patterns for total yearly intended instructional time man-

dated in OECD countries and relevant U.S. states, and presents trends in curricular

emphases in OECD countries and selected U.S. states. The concluding discussion

places the main findings in the context of previous research.
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Background 
In recent years, there has been a renewed interest in the curricular contents of

national education systems—how they are structured, the extent to which they have

changed over time, and how much they influence what kids know and learn. Because

in large part of the highly publicized, comparative studies of pupil achievement

sponsored by the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational

Achievement (IEA), the OECD (e.g., PISA), and UNESCO,3 policy makers are paying

greater attention to key school resources such as available instructional time, the

organization of the school curriculum, languages of instruction, teacher effective-

ness, and the scope, pace, and complexity of classroom instruction.

For comparative education scholars, international studies of pupil achieve-

ment have called into question widely held assumptions about the curriculum. For

example, many scholars assume that the school curricula of education systems fun-

damentally reflect national priorities or distinctive cultural worldviews, thus making

broad comparisons of school curricula especially difficult and problematic.4 Social

historians of school curricula, who examine changes in the configurations of educa-

tion knowledge, assume that “internal” societal actors—for example, national stake-

holders, economic elites, disciplinary gatekeepers, and education specialists—play

the dominant role in determining what counts as official school knowledge.5

Cross-national studies of school curricula, by contrast, downplay national

contestations over subject contents and highlight the globalizing forces of cultural

isomorphism. Such analyses of official curricular structures underscore the extent to

which the basic categories of the school curriculum became increasingly standard-

ized over the course of the twentieth century.6 Other findings to emerge from these

studies include the following:

• Most subjects taught in primary schools belong to six major curricular cate-

gories: language education, mathematics, natural sciences, social sciences, aesthet-

ic education, and physical education. These categories represent the basic pri-

mary curriculum worldwide and typically consist of between 80 and 90 percent

of total instructional time during the first six grades of schooling. Other subject

categories—for example, religious and moral education, health education, and

vocational education and practical skills—are required in many education sys-

tems, although their presence is contingent on historical or cultural conditions.7

• From 1920 to 1985, the relative emphasis on these major curricular areas

remained remarkably stable. Two longitudinal trends were discerned: (1) the
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emphases on mathematics, natural sciences, and foreign languages increased

over time; and (2) the teaching of history, geography, and civics as separate sub-

jects declined in favor of a more interdisciplinary subject like social studies.

• Although the structure of primary school curricula remained fairly stable, the

specific contents of certain subjects experienced considerable shifts. Principles

such as individualism, child-centrism, a rationalized polity, and environmental

protection gained prominence in national curricula.8 Transnational topics

became more pervasive in the social sciences,9 and civics increasingly empha-

sized the post-national citizen actively involved in world affairs.10

• At the upper-secondary level, gymnasium-type programs and classical language

instruction declined in almost all world regions (Europe being a notable excep-

tion). Concurrently, there was an increase in the prevalence of general/compre-

hensive programs and specialized tracks emphasizing mathematics, sciences, and

modern languages.11

• Most academic upper-secondary systems followed two basic organizing principles:

(1) a single, general, or comprehensive high school program allowing some meas-

ure of course selection by students; or (2) two or more specialized programs of

study (e.g., mathematics and science, humanities, law), each emphasizing distinc-

tive contents. The latter mode typically emerged in systems in which classical pro-

grams once predominated. Some countries mixed or combined these two modes.

Overall, these studies underscore the growing isomorphism of national curricular poli-

cies. Official policies of subjects to be taught and time emphases—mainly at the pri-

mary level and, to a lesser degree, at the secondary level—have been converging. These

findings capture not only the predominance of the nation-state as the site at which

school curricula are constructed and sanctioned, but also the spreading influence of

international organizations and transnational professionals in diffusing legitimate pre-

scriptions of educational knowledge and rationalized curriculum models.12 Cultural

distinctiveness and national historical legacies continue to shape curricular policies,

but the influence of highly institutionalized world models has become more salient.13

Why Are Instructional Time Policies Important?

In the vast majority of education systems, government authorities mandate a certain

number of years—and a set quantity of hours per year—during which pupils are

required to be in school and engaged in classroom learning. To be sure, not all
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school or classroom time is devoted to formal instruction. Nevertheless, the organi-

zation of school time is the object of sustained attention by education authorities,

who determine how instructional time should address general education aims and

purposes as well as specific curricular goals.14 Other education stakeholders—profes-

sional associations, trade unions, teachers, and the business community—often voice

concerns about allocations of school time in the official curriculum. Parents are

interested in time policies, not only because they affect pupil learning and school

success, but also because they can influence moral character, life aspirations, com-

munity responsibility, and family loyalty. For children from poor households, the

time spent in school represents a relatively protected space outside the vicissitudes of

rural or urban life—often an alternative from long hours in low-paying jobs or

unpaid labor. In short, school time policies are not simply an issue of teaching and

learning; they demarcate an institutionally embedded time interval in which societal

purposes, education ideals, and parent-child ties intermesh.

A widely held assumption in the research literature concerns the impact of

instructional time on pupil learning.15 Simply stated, the more time that pupils are

required to be present in classrooms, the greater the positive effects of that time on

desired learning outcomes, such as knowledge acquired, skills mastered, and values

and attitudes internalized. More complex models of allocated time integrate school

and classroom contingencies, such as teacher absences because of strikes, in-service

training, conferences, or illness, as well as time allocated to noninstructional activi-

ties, such as recreation, recesses, examinations, holiday celebrations, or classroom

management.16

Major studies, which have synthesized the findings of dozens of smaller stud-

ies, have reached conflicting results. Some meta-analyses indicate strong associations

between time in school and learning.17 Others raise doubts about the presumed posi-

tive benefits of more allocated time on learning.18 Increasingly, the evidence suggests

that over some basic threshold, it is not the amount of time per se that improves

learning outcomes, but how that allotted time is actually organized by schools and in

classrooms. In particular, the key issue is whether students are actively engaged in

learning activities while at school. Despite this emerging evidence, the presumed

benefits of simply increasing instructional time have considerable currency in

national and international policy circles.
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Methodological Considerations
This section briefly describes the variables employed in this paper.19 Intended annual

instructional time is defined as the number of yearly hours that education authorities

decide local schools should devote to the teaching of all required and optional curricu-

lar subjects as well as other planned learning activities. This quantity of time is not the

same as the amount of time that schools are open each year, because it subtracts school

time intended for noninstructional purposes (e.g., recess, meals, and passing time).

In most countries, systemwide policies concerning annual instructional hours

are inextricably linked to official guidelines concerning the school curriculum. Thus,

the best way to estimate annual instructional time is by compiling information from

the following: (1) an official timetable (or school plan) that lists the subjects to be

taught at each grade level (or education cycle) and the number of weekly periods or

instructional hours mandated for each subject;20 and (2) an official statute or admin-

istrative decision specifying the length of the working school year in weeks or days.

The figures for the OECD countries analyzed in this paper draw on an IBE compila-

tion of such official curricular documents (see the methodological appendix).

Unlike in the OECD countries, instructional time policies in the United States

are not mandated at the national level. Policies concerning required annual instruc-

tional hours and days are most often set by state governments or, in some cases, by

county, city, or district officials and during collective bargaining (see Walsh chapter).

Thus, to estimate annual instructional time in U.S. schools, information was com-

piled from two types of sources: (1) official state legislatures and administrative

statutes that establish the minimum yearly amount of required instructional hours

(or days per year); and (2) official curricular guidelines that specify the minimum

number of hours students must spend each day, week, or year on each curricular

subject. The official documents employed in this study were found through Web

searches and in official compilations used by state legislatures.21

Official policies regarding intended instructional time should not be confused

with the amount or intensity of instructional time that students actually receive.

School surveys in both more and less developed countries indicate that many fac-

tors—for example, school closures, teacher absenteeism and strikes, political disrup-

tions, agricultural cycles, and natural disasters—create disjunctures between official

time policies and classroom realities.22

In theory, the official school curriculum encompasses several interrelated

components: a specification of the subjects to be taught, quantities of instructional
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time allocated to subjects, authorized textbooks to accompany classroom instruc-

tion, authorized lesson plans or syllabi used by teachers, and directives or guidelines

concerning pedagogy and assessments. The present paper focuses only on the first

two components of the curriculum.

The IBE database classified instructional time for each curricular subject or

educational activity, by grade level, into a detailed scheme of 32 subject areas, which

was later reclassified into 10 curricular categories.23 Language education presented a

rather complex subject area to analyze and was divided into four categories: offi-

cial/national; local/regional; foreign language; and literature.24 The determination of

official languages was based on UNESCO’s World Culture Report.25 In this paper, the

time devoted to language was determined by summing instructional time for official,

local, and regional languages as well as for literature; instructional time for foreign

languages was analyzed separately.

In general, it should be reiterated that the IBE classification of official curricu-

lar subjects was based on the subject labels listed in the official timetables and not

the actual contents of the labels.

Findings
The paper’s main findings are divided into two sections: the first compares up-to-

date information on instructional time policies in OECD countries and U.S. states

for first through ninth grades. The second examines the relative emphasis countries

place on core subject areas: language education, mathematics, sciences, the social sci-

ences, and aesthetic education. Information on official curricular policies in a hand-

ful of U.S. states is highlighted and compared with the more extensive information

available for OECD countries.

Official Intended Instructional Time: A Comparative Perspective 

Table 1 reports annual instructional time in first through ninth grades in OECD coun-

tries for the most recent period, typically for the years 2000–02. For several countries,

reliable information at the national level or for the entire country was unavailable, so

data for more limited geopolitical entities within the countries is reported. Several

interesting results emerge: First, during the first two years of primary education coun-

tries mandate, on average, about 700 to 720 hours of instructional time per year.

Intended instructional time increases in each subsequent grade level and reaches more

than 900 annual hours in ninth grade—an average supplement of about 25 annual
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hours per grade. These increases, however, are not linear: there are significant jumps

during third through fifth grade, and then again around the transition between pri-

mary and lower-secondary education between six and seventh grade. In between these

transition grades, increases in annual instructional time are modest.26

Second, a certain degree of convergence is apparent in table 1 (note the standard

deviations at each grade level). National policies concerning intended instructional

time vary considerably in the early primary grades and show greater homogeneity and

convergence in the upper grades of primary education (fourth through sixth grade)

and, to a lesser extent, in lower-secondary education (seventh through ninth grade).

Thus, concurrent with increases in instructional time, education systems become

increasingly similar with respect to instructional time policies in primary education.

Table 2 examines yearly instructional time policies for first through twelfth

grades in 38 U.S. states. In the remaining 12 states, official time policies either do not

exist or could not be identified. Table 2 classifies states into two groups depending

on the availability of detailed information on noninstructional time provided by

official sources. States that report information on time set aside for passing between

classes, lunch, recesses, and parent-teacher conferences are placed in the first group

of states, namely, those with “defined” instructional time policies. States lacking such

detailed information are placed in the second group.

For U.S. states providing detailed information on noninstructional time, we

estimate that, on average, states allocate about 874 to 891 hours of instructional time

in the early primary grades (first through third). This increases to between 925 and

930 hours in fourth through sixth grade and between 960 and 982 hours during jun-

ior high and senior high school grades. As in OECD countries, time policies are

more heterogeneous in first through third grade and in high school grades; they are

more homogeneous in fourth through sixth grade in elementary school.27

The most significant finding to emerge from table 2 is that U.S. states allo-

cate, on average, more hours per year for classroom instruction than member

countries of OECD. Among the 27 U.S. states with fairly detailed time information,

intended yearly instructional time favors U.S. states at all grade levels. The advantage

of U.S. states over OECD countries is highest in the early grades of primary educa-

tion (on average about 150 to 180 additional hours per year) and remains significant

in the upper grades of primary education and in junior high school (ranging from

80 to more than 150 extra hours).28

Tables 3a and 3b further illustrate this finding for third through fifth and sev-



158

B E Y O N D  T H E  B A S I C S

enth through ninth grades, respectively. For example, Table 3a shows that in third

through fifth grade, the length of the school year in most U.S. states (measured by

annual instructional hours) tends to be longer than that of OECD countries. Only in

Wyoming, South Carolina, Arizona, Oregon, and California are annual instructional

time policies closer to the pattern found in OECD countries. Table 3b, which averages

data for seventh through ninth grade, shows a similar pattern, although slightly more

U.S. states fall within the midrange of OECD countries. In short, intended yearly

instructional time in most U.S. states (with comparable data) tends to be higher

than in advanced industrial countries. There is little evidence that the official time

policies of U.S. states fall short of those prevalent in OECD countries. It would

appear that the more pertinent question is not how much instructional time is avail-

able, but rather how is instructional time used and for what curricular purposes?

Which Curricular Subjects Are Emphasized in Official School Curricula?

The subsections below examine how countries distribute annual instructional time

into broad curricular categories and specific school subjects during the primary and

lower-secondary grades. Comparisons between U.S. states and OECD countries are

limited because few of the former have explicit policies specifying the amount of

instructional time to be allocated to particular subject areas. Data for OECD coun-

tries are more extensive, because they derive from two complementary sources: IBE

compilations and OECD’s Education at a Glance.29 Key findings for major curricular

categories are noted below.

Language Education. All countries require instruction in more than one lan-

guage during the compulsory school years. Indeed, language education is the core

subject area in the first nine grades of formal schooling. Instruction in all language-

related subjects (including foreign languages) accounts for a preponderant compo-

nent of the primary and lower-secondary curriculum. Cross-national analyses point

to the growing prevalence of foreign language instruction during the primary school

grades. Since the 1980s, more and more countries are requiring pupils to learn a for-

eign language at the primary level, a requirement which is being introduced at earli-

er stages of primary education than in the past.30 The strengthening of foreign lan-

guage instruction highlights the impact of economic and cultural globalization.

Countervailing cultural legacies and national differences, however, continue to influ-

ence administrative decisions as to which languages are used as a means of instruc-

tion and which are taught in school.
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Turning to the current situation in OECD countries, tables 4a and 4b report the

relative emphasis on language education in third through fifth and seventh through

ninth grades, respectively. On average, language education (excluding foreign lan-

guages) takes up about one-third of the total instructional time in third through fifth

grade and about 30 percent in seventh through ninth grade. As seen in table 4a, some

countries such as Luxembourg and the Czech Republic allocate more than 40 percent of

instructional time in third through fifth grade to language education, while others, such

as Japan, Korea, and Iceland, allocate less than 25 percent of total instructional time.

OECD countries differ in the extent to which they require instruction in foreign lan-

guage(s) in third through fifth grade. Most OECD countries require foreign language

instruction in these grades, although quite a few countries (e.g., the Netherlands, the

United Kingdom, Ireland, Japan, Mexico, and China) do not. And among countries

requiring instruction in a foreign language, some countries (e.g., Italy, Belgium, and

Spain) devote more than 10 percent of total instructional time to this curricular subject.

In the lower-secondary grades (seventh through ninth), as seen in table 4b, the

overall emphasis on language education declines, but more attention is given to foreign

languages. At this level, considerable variation is found among OECD countries in the rel-

ative emphasis placed on language education, especially with respect to foreign languages.

The information on curricular emphases in table 5, which reports the percentage of total

compulsory education devoted to reading, writing, and literature, on the one hand, and

modern foreign languages, on the other, confirms the previously noted patterns.

Table 6 reports curricular emphases in elementary education for five U.S. states

(Arizona, Connecticut, Massachusetts, Missouri, and Wisconsin) based on official state

documents. (Official policies for other U.S. states were not identified.) The table sepa-

rately averages time allocations per subject area for first through third grade and fourth

through sixth grade. With respect to language education, two results are striking:

• U.S. states place considerably more emphasis on language arts than the vast majority of

OECD countries. In first through third grade, language education takes up more than

45 percent of total instructional time, and in fourth through sixth grade, it receives 37

percent. By contrast, the OECD average for third through fifth grade is 32 percent.

• U.S. states apparently require little instruction in foreign language(s) in the ele-

mentary grades, and if they do, the relative emphasis this subject receives is min-

imal. By contrast, about three-quarters of OECD countries teach foreign lan-

guages in third through fifth grade and, among those that do teach the subject,

it receives greater emphasis in the official curriculum.
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Mathematics Education. Mathematics is the second most prominent subject

area in official school curricula.31 Although instruction in mathematics is required

throughout primary and lower-secondary education, its relative emphasis declines in

successive grades, particularly in secondary education. For example, OECD countries

allocate, on average, about one-fifth (18 percent) of total instructional time to math-

ematics in third through fifth grade (see table 4a). Countries that give greater

emphasis to mathematics in these grades include Mexico, the Czech Republic, the

Netherlands, Australia (Queensland), and Canada (Quebec); countries that give rela-

tively less emphasis include Ireland, Turkey, and Korea. In the lower-secondary

grades (seventh through ninth), the relative emphasis on mathematics education

declines to 13 percent (see table 4b).32 Differences among OECD countries in the

emphasis given to mathematics also tend to decline between grade levels.

Previous research on mathematics education, which examined the 1925–85

period,33 reported a worldwide increase in the emphasis on mathematics in primary

education over time. Recent evidence, however, suggests that this trend has halted.

Indeed, given the media attention to, and heightened public awareness of, compara-

tive surveys of mathematics achievement (e.g., TIMSS and PISA), and the presumed

importance of mathematical knowledge and competencies, the global leveling off of

emphasis on mathematics education in recent decades is rather surprising.

The evidence on mathematics education in table 6, which summarizes official

policies in five U.S. states, indicates that these official policies do not appear to sig-

nificantly differ from those in OECD countries. On average, mathematics education

receives 18 percent of total instructional time in U.S. states (with no difference

between first through third and fourth through sixth grades)—exactly the same

average percentage it receives in OECD countries.

Science Education. Instruction in the natural and physical sciences is required

in all OECD countries both at the primary and lower-secondary levels. The relative

emphasis on science education increases across grade levels: for example, OECD

countries allocate an average of 8 percent of total instruction time to the sciences in

third through fifth grade (see table 4a) and about 11 percent in seventh through

ninth grade (see table 4b). The emphasis placed on the sciences tends to vary more

widely in the high school years and less during the primary school years. If instruc-

tional time devoted to technologically oriented education or applied science is

included (see table 5), then the overall emphasis on science-related education

becomes even more significant.
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Overall, countries allocate about 25 to 30 percent of total instructional time to

instruction in mathematics, sciences, and technology. In many countries a trade-off

occurs between mathematics, on the one hand, and sciences and technology, on the

other, with little change to the cumulative emphasis these subjects receive in the offi-

cial curriculum. In other words, as pupils move from primary to lower-secondary

grades, the emphasis on mathematics declines and that on sciences and technology

increases, with little change in the total time allocated to these three subject areas.

A comparison between science education policies in U.S. states and OECD

countries suggests that this area receives more attention in the United States than

abroad (see table 6). Specifically, the U.S. states allocate, on average, 9 percent of

instructional time to science education in first through third grade and 12 percent in

fourth through sixth grade. The comparable figure in OECD countries (for third

through fifth grade) is 8 percent.

Social Sciences and the Arts. Beyond the presumed “core” of the official school

curriculum—literacy, numeracy, and science—it is important to examine the

emphasis countries give to history, geography, social studies, civics, environmental

studies, arts, music, and other humanistic subjects. Although some subjects (e.g.,

history, geography, and social studies) are highly institutionalized, and feature

prominently in official school curricula, other subjects like civics and citizenship

education or environmental studies represent relatively “new” curricular subjects,

which are in the process of being made legitimate.34 Some of these subject areas are

the focus of considerable contestation and public controversy.

Cross-national studies indicate that, first, the teaching of history, geogra-

phy, civics, and, to a lesser extent, social studies is less prevalent in first through

fourth grade, and more prevalent in fifth through eighth grade. The opposite is

true for environmental studies. Stated differently, in most countries, instruction

in social science subjects tends to increase in the upper grades of primary educa-

tion and in secondary education. Second, there are clear increases in the propor-

tion of countries worldwide that require instruction in civics and environmental

education, mainly in the primary grades. The growing emphasis on citizenship

education follows in the wake of the disestablishment of the Union of Soviet

Socialist Republics (USSR) and Yugoslavia, and the ongoing support for more

open, participatory regimes. The increasing prevalence of environmental educa-

tion exemplifies the impact of transnational social movements and changing

international discourse in support of environmental protection and sustainable
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development. Third, countries differ in the basic model of social science educa-

tion they adopt: in some cases, history, geography, and civics tend to be bundled

together; in others, an interdisciplinary subject such as social studies is taught.

Empirically, the relative emphasis placed on history and geography is negatively

associated with that accorded to social studies.35 These divergent models are more

evident in the lower-secondary grades. Fourth, there is considerable consistency

in the global trends for aesthetic education, by grade level and time period, with

some interesting regional variation.36

Based on current policies (see tables 4a and 4b), OECD countries allocate,

on average, 9 percent of instructional time to the social sciences in third through

fifth grade and 11 percent in seventh through ninth grade. By contrast, the

emphasis on aesthetic education is stronger in the lower grades (14 percent)

than in the higher grades (9 percent). In the U.S. states, the subject of social

studies receives more attention in fourth through sixth grade (on average, 12

percent of intended time) than in OECD countries (see table 6). Instruction in

art and music receives only 8 percent of total time, on average, considerably less

than in most OECD countries.37

Subject Trade-Offs in the School Curriculum. Official policies concerning

the subjects to be emphasized in primary and lower-secondary curricula fre-

quently involve trade-offs, owing to the zero-sum nature of intended instruc-

tional time. Curricular reforms meant to enhance the teaching of, say, language,

science, or technology, typically entail providing less time for other subjects.

Such trade-offs can occur between and within subject categories (even across

grades), and they often involve subjects that are less institutionalized worldwide.

Existing evidence suggests that distinctive cultural forces and national legacies

influence curricular trade-offs.

Unreported cross-national correlations of curricular emphases provide

information about the subjects between which curricular trade-offs tend to occur.

They show modest negative associations between modern (computer/technology)

and traditional (vocational) skills categories, between an emphasis on science, on

the one hand, and religious education and environmental education, on the other.

They also show that subjects addressing the physical health of students often

involve a trade-off with sports. Perhaps more important, the emphasis on language

education tends to constrain the time available for other subjects in the primary

curriculum. For example, countries mandating relatively more time for language



163

P A R T  I I  —  R E S T O R I N G  L I B E R A L  A R T S  T O  T H E  K - 1 2  C U R R I C U L U M

education (excluding foreign languages) place less emphasis on sciences, arts, and

social sciences (mainly social studies). To be sure, most associations are modest in

magnitude (the correlations range from 0.20 to 0.40), and they are not always con-

sistent at the primary and lower-secondary grades. Nevertheless, these relation-

ships illustrate how ideological, organizational, and pedagogical constraints influ-

ence the structuring of official instructional time by education authorities.

Concluding Discussion
In this paper, official policies on instructional time and curricular emphases were

compared between U.S. states and OECD countries. Data on intended yearly

instructional time (the number of hours per year children are meant to be learn-

ing in classrooms) are one education dimension, which, if estimated carefully, can

be validly compared across education systems. Conversely, comparing U.S. states

and industrial countries in terms of curricular emphases (the proportion of

intended instructional time devoted to different subjects or curricular areas) is

more problematic. Unlike countries in much of the world, most U.S. states do not

mandate an official curricular timetable specifying required subjects to be taught

at each grade level. Thus, it is hard to establish with certainty the relative amount

of time that U.S. students are taught certain subjects during the elementary or

junior high school grades.

Notwithstanding these qualifications, two major findings emerge from the pres-

ent study that can, and should, inform current policy discussions in the United States.

First and foremost, official school time in most U.S. elementary and junior

high schools, when converted into yearly instructional hours, is higher on average

than among OECD member countries. This suggests that since the 1980s when A

Nation At Risk raised public consciousness for education reform because of the

“rising tide of mediocrity,” and explicitly noted deficits in instructional time, U.S.

education authorities have successfully increased intended instructional time per

year relative to other advanced industrial countries. The instructional time advan-

tage of U.S. pupils, when compared with their counterparts in developed countries

elsewhere, ranges from 80 hours to more than 180 hours, depending on grade

level. This does not mean that teachers and students are using this bounty of in-

class time in efficient and effective ways or that significant pupil learning is the

norm. It does mean that calls to raise the quantity of instructional time seem mis-

placed, when placed in comparative perspective. The pressing issues today would
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appear to be more curricular and pedagogical in nature—in other words, more

qualitative than quantitative.

The second finding, based on more tentative evidence, indicates that U.S.

states that do establish curricular guidelines at the elementary level, allocate much

more time to three basic subject areas—language (but not foreign language), math-

ematics, and science—than OECD countries. This paper found that these three cur-

ricular domains receive 73 percent of all instructional time in first through third

grade and 68 percent in fourth through sixth grade. Among OECD countries, by

contrast, these three subject areas receive, on average, only 57 percent of total

instructional time in third through fifth grade. (For example, Denmark tops the list

and allocates 67 percent of total time.) 

Thus, the elementary school curriculum in some U.S. states is dominated by

a few subject areas. As a result, considerably less time is available for noncore sub-

jects in the social sciences and humanities, as well as a range of other subject areas.

This, together with the fact that foreign languages are rarely taught in elementary

schools, means that the intended curriculum of most U.S. elementary schools

focuses disproportionately on a relatively few areas of human knowledge and scien-

tific pursuit. In short, the waning of curricular diversity in U.S. elementary schools,

if validated in other states, clearly deserves further critical attention.

Methodological Appendix
To calculate intended annual instructional time in Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development (OECD) countries, the International Bureau of

Education (IBE) database compiled information on three quantities:

• The duration of the “working” school year, expressed as the number of days or

weeks that schools are open and classroom instruction is supposed to take place;

• The number of teaching “periods” (lessons or instructional “hours”) allocated to

each subject and grade level as specified in official curricular timetables or other

curriculum-related documents; and

• The average duration of “periods” (lessons or “hours”), expressed in minutes.

Although national documents provide relatively precise information on the last

two components, determining the exact number of working days in a typical

school year is sometimes problematic. For example, systems that devote certain

days to examinations, teacher in-service training, in-school holiday celebrations, or



165

P A R T  I I  —  R E S T O R I N G  L I B E R A L  A R T S  T O  T H E  K - 1 2  C U R R I C U L U M

extracurricular activities may include this time in official figures for “working”

weeks. Sustained efforts were made to verify this information and subsequently

revise, when necessary, national figures on the actual number of working school

days for each grade level. In addition, daily or weekly time set aside for breaks and

recreational activities was, whenever possible, deleted from estimates of intended

instructional time. For some federal states, a national average can be calculated

based on recommendations at the federal level. For Canada, Germany, and

Switzerland, however, estimates at the federal level were not used because of signif-

icant cross-province variation.

In general, instructional time data for the 2000s is more reliable than data

for the 1980s. The main reasons for this are as follows: (1) the use of a single

source of data compilation (IBE), rather than multiple sources; (2) the growing

detail and precision of official national documents; and (3) the ability to cross-

check questionable figures by examining national sources via the Internet or

through exchanges with official authorities. To enhance the validity of the study’s

findings, only countries with instructional data at both time points were includ-

ed in the analyses. Several “problematic” cases were dropped because of ques-

tionable figures, usually for the 1980s. In short, the reported analyses are based

on the best available data.38

The IBE identified scores of timetables, which were divided by historical peri-

od and coded according to standard rules and procedures. These rules specified, for

example, how to code subjects listed as combined subjects, interdisciplinary sub-

jects, or electives, and how to deal with timetables accommodating regional, lin-

guistic, cultural, or religious differences.39 As a result of the coding process, instruc-

tional time was classified, by grade level, into either 32 detailed subject areas or 10

more general curricular categories.40

In the end, three variables were constructed for cross-national and longitudinal

comparisons:

• A dichotomous variable based on whether (or not) a subject or category was

taught in an official timetable. Using this variable, we estimated the proportion

of countries in the world (or geographic regions) that require instruction in a

specified subject area.
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• A ratio variable based on the percentage of total instructional time that was allo-

cated to each curricular subject or category. Using this variable, we estimated the

percentage of total instructional time allocated to different subjects, that is, the

relative emphasis on different subjects in the official curriculum.

• An interval variable based on the number of yearly hours of instruction devoted

to each subject area, per grade or education level (primary, lower secondary, or

upper secondary). This variable estimates the quantity of annual instructional

time that students are expected to learn various subject areas.



167

TOTAL YEARLY INSTRUCTIONAL TIME IN OECD COUNTRIES

Country 1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th 7th 8th 9th

Australia (Queensland)1 860 860 860 800 800 800 800 800 800

Austria 630 630 750 750 870 960 960 990 1020

Belgium (German community)2 850 850 850 850 851 851 971 971 971

Canada (Quebec)3 846 846 846 846 846 846 900 900 900

Czech Rep. 570 627 656 684 713 770 798 855 855

Denmark 660 683 773 773 803 840 900 990 900

Finland (min.)4 542 542 656 656 684 684 855 855 855

France (est.)5 936 936 936 936 936 858 858 858 858

Germany (Berlin) 478 591 675 731 816 816 816 788 872

Greece 656 656 683 761 761 761 919 919 919

Hungary 555 555 624 624 693 692 763 762 832

Iceland 681 681 681 681 747 747 793 815 816

Ireland 702 702 885 885 885 885 885 885 1080

Italy (est.)5 850 850 950 950 950 917 917 917 933

Japan 587 630 683 709 709 709 817 817 817

Korea, Rep. of 554 567 658 658 726 726 867 867 867

Luxembourg 840 840 840 840 840 840 900 900 900

Mexico 800 800 800 800 800 800 1167 1167 1167

Netherlands 850 850 850 850 950 950 950 950 1067

Norway 570 570 570 570 770 770 770 855 855

Poland 656 656 656 798 798 798 884 884 884

Portugal 840 840 840 840 918 918 972 972 972

Slovakia 614 644 702 731 761 819 848 848 848

Spain (average)6 788 788 788 788 788 788 1050 1050 1120

Sweden (average)6 741 741 741 741 741 741 741 741 741

Switzerland (Zurich)7 527 611 694 749 805 805 944 944 944

Turkey 720 720 720 720 720 720 720 720 792

UK (England)8 792 792 846 846 846 846 900 900 900

OECD Average 703 716 758 770 805 809 881 890 910

Standard Deviation 129 114 100 91 77 74 96 96 102

India (est.) 720 720 720 720 720 900 900 900 900

China 765 791 816 842 842 842 918 944 918

Russian Federation 545 638 638 638 791 816 867 893 893

TABLE 1: INTENDED YEARLY INSTRUCTIONAL HOURS IN OECD
COUNTRIES, CIRCA 2000-2, BY GRADE LEVEL

1 Data represents Queensland state only.
2 Data represents German Community.
3 Data represents Quebec only.
4 Data represents minimum required time.

5 Estimate.
6 Average.
7 Data represents Zurich only.
8 Data represents England only. 

Source: International Bureau of Education (Geneva), 5th Edition of World Data on Education



Grade 1 2 3 4
Arizona 712 712 712 890
Arkansas 1068 1068 1068 1068
California1 810 810 810 870
Colorado2 932 932 932 932
Connecticut 900 900 900 900
Georgia 810 810 810 900
Idaho 810 810 810 900
Indiana3 870 870 870 870
Iowa 990 990 990 990
Kansas4 962 962 962 962
Louisiana 1050 1050 1050 1050
Maine 875 875 875 875
Maryland 1080 1080 1080 1080
Massachusetts 900 900 900 900
Michigan6 948 948 948 948
Mississippi 900 900 900 900
Missouri 957 957 957 928
Montana7 690 690 690 1050
New Hampshire 945 945 945 945
New York 990 990 990 990
Ohio 910 910 910 910
Oregon11 780 780 780 870
South Carolina14 810 810 810 810
South Dakota12 843 843 843 930.5
Utah 810 990 990 990
Vermont 700 700 962.5 962.5
Virginia 990 990 990 990
Wisconsin13 930 930 930 930
Wyoming 781 781 781 781
Avg. hours for States with defined instructional time policies (n=29) 888 894 903 935
Standard Deviation 105 106 100 72
Alabama* 1050 1050 1050 1050
Kentucky5* 1050 1050 1050 1050
Nebraska8* 1032 1032 1032 1032
New Mexico9* 938 938 938 938
North Carolina* 1000 1000 1000 1000
Oklahoma10* 1080 1080 1080 1080
Pennsylvania* 900 900 900 900
Tennesse* 1170 1170 1170 1170
Washington* 1000 1000 1000 1000
Avg. hours for states without defined instructional time policies (n=9) 1024 1024 1024 1024

TABLE 2: INTENDED ANNUAL INSTRUCTIONAL HOURS FOR TWO CATEGORI

** Alaska, Delaware, Florida, Hawaii, Illinois, Minnesota, Nevada, New Jersey, North Dakota, Rhode Island, Texas and West Virginia are excluded from the table
because they do no have explicit policies on required instructional time. The category of “defined” instructional policies refers to States that explicitly mention daily,
weekly or annual time set aside for one or all of the following activities: recess, lunch, passing time to move from class to class, and teacher-parent conferences,
which can be subtracted to calculate a more comparable figure with time policies in OECD countries. 
***The quantities used for estimating instructional time in states where the policy does not specify time allocation: passing time (time spent transferring between classes), 10
min. per day; recess, 30 min. per day; parent-teacher conferences 30 hours per year; Lunch, 30 minutes per day. These numbers are based on trends in states that specify time
allocation for these activities.
1 California includes 10 min. passing time (time spent transferring between classes) per day in its instructional time. For the purpose of this study, passing time was
subtracted from yearly total. 
2 Colorado includes parent-teacher conference time in their instructional time policies. This time was deleted for the purposes of this table.
3 Indiana includes passing time in their instructional time. Estimate for passing per day subtracted.

N U M B E R  O F  R E Q U I R E D  Y E AR LY     



4 Kansas instructional time calculations include parent teacher conferences,
passing time and recess. Thirty minutes of instructional time is allotted daily
for recess grades 1-6 For this table time allotted for recess was subtracted.
Estimates of parent teacher conferences (30 hrs.) and passing time (10
min/day) were subtracted.
5 Components of instructional time unclear.
6 This time includes passing time, recess and parent-teacher conferences. Times
adjusted based on estimates for passing time, recess and parent teacher conferences.
7 These times include passing time. Times adjusted based on estimates for
passing time.
8 This time includes recess and passing time. Times have not been adjusted. 

9 Includes passing time. Time allotted (22 hours) for parent-teacher confer-
ences subtracted. Time has been adjusted based on estimates for passing time.
10 Components of Instructional time unclear.
11 Time included (up to 30 hours) for parent-teacher conferences subtracted.
12 Hours included (up to 32) for parents teacher conferences subtracted.
13 Passing time and recess included. Times adjusted based on estimates for
passing time and recess.
14 30 minutes of lunch and recess is included in instructional time for grades
1-8 and excluded in grades 9-12. 30 min. per day was subtracted for both
lunch and recess. 
* Components included instructional time unclear

5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 Days/year
890 890 720 720 720 720 720 720 180

1068 1068 1068 1068 1068 1068 1068 1068 178
870 870 870 870 1050 1050 1050 1050 180
932 932 1032 1032 1032 1032 1032 1032 160
900 900 900 900 900 900 900 900 170
900 990 990 990 990 990 990 990 180
900 900 900 900 990 990 990 990 170
870 870 1050 1050 1050 1050 1050 1050 180
990 990 990 990 990 990 990 962.5 180
962 962 1055 1055 1055 1055 1055 1054 186

1050 1050 1050 1050 1050 1050 1050 1050 175
875 875 875 875 875 875 875 850 173

1080 1080 1080 1080 1170 1170 1170 1170 180
900 900 900 900 990 990 990 990 180
948 948 1038 1038 1038 1038 1038 1038 180
900 900 900 900 900 900 900 900 180
928 928 928 928 1040 1040 1040 1040 174

1050 1050 1050 1050 1050 1050 1050 1050 180
945 990 990 990 990 990 990 990 180
990 990 1080 1080 1080 1080 1080 1080 180
910 910 910 910 910 910 910 910 182
870 870 870 870 960 960 960 960 x
810 810 810 810 900 900 900 900 180

930.5 930.5 930.5 930.5 930.5 930.5 930.5 930.5 170
990 990 990 990 990 990 990 990 180

962.5 962.5 962.5 962.5 962.5 962.5 962.5 962.5 175
990 990 990 990 990 990 990 990 180
930 930 1107 1107 1107 1107 1107 1107 180
781 781 1021 1021 1021 1021 1021 1021 175
935 940 979 979 993 993 993 991 177
72 73 92 92 86 86 86 88 5

1050 1050 1050 1050 1050 1050 1050 1050 175
1050 1050 1050 1050 1050 1050 1050 1050 175
1032 1032 1032 1032 1080 1080 1080 1080 x
938 938 1028 1028 1028 1028 1028 1028 180

1000 1000 1000 1000 1000 1000 1000 1000 180
1080 1080 1080 1080 1080 1080 1080 1080 x
900 900 900 900 990 990 990 990 180
1170 1170 1170 1170 1170 1170 1170 1170 180
1000 1000 1000 1000 1000 1000 1000 1000 180
1024 1024 1034 1034 1050 1050 1050 1050 179

ES OF US STATES, BY GRADE LEVEL (see notes at end of table)

   I N S T R U C TI O N AL  H O U R S  BY  S TATE  AN D  G R AD E
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Maryland
Arkansas
Louisiana

Virginia
Utah

New York
Lowa

Vermont
Kansas

Italy (est.)
Michigan

New Hampshire
Missouri

France (est.)
Colorado

Wisconsin
Montana

Ohio
South Dakota

Mississippi
Massachusetts

Connecticut
Ireland

Netherlands
Maine

Indiana
Idaho

Georgia
Portugal

Belgium (German Community)
California

UK (England)
Canada (Quebec)

Oregon
Luxembourg

China
Arizona

Australia (Queensland)
South Carolina 

Mexico
Austria

Spain
Denmark
Wyoming

Poland
Switzerland (Zurich)

Sweden (Average)
Germany (Berlin)

Greece
Slovakia

India (est.)
Turkey

Iceland
Japan

Russian Federation
Czech Rep.

Korea, Rep. of
Finland (min.)

Hungary
Norway

TABLE 3A: COMPARISONS OF YEARLY INSTRUCTIONAL TIME
BETWEEN OECD COUNTRIES AND SELECT US AVERAGE FOR
GRADES 3-5 (AGES 8-10)

*Sources: International Bureau of Education (Geneva), 5th Edition of World Data on Education and US State Web sites. 
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TABLE 3B: COMPARISONS OF YEARLY INSTRUCTIONAL TIME
BETWEEN OECD COUNTRIES AND SELECT US AVERAGE FOR
GRADES 7-9 (AGES 8-10)

Additional States have been excluded because their instructional policies were not comparable.

Mexico
Maryland

Wisconsin
New York

Spain (average)
Arkansas

Kansas
Montana

Louisiana
Indiana

Michigan
Colorado
Wyoming

Virginia
Utah

New Hampshire
Iowa

Georgia
Austria

Netherlands
Portugal

Belgium (German community)
Missouri
Vermont

Ireland
Switzerland (Zurich)

South Dakota
Massachusetts

Idaho
California
Denmark

China
Italy (est.)

Greece
Ohio

Oregon
Mississippi

Connecticut
India (est.)

UK (England)
Luxembourg

Canada (Quebec)
Russian Federation

Poland
Maine

Korea, Rep. of
France (est.)

Finland (min.)
Slovakia

South Carolina
Czech Rep.

Norway
Germany (Berlin)

Japan
Iceland

Australia (Queensland)
Hungary

Turkey
Sweden (average)

Arizona
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All Language Foreign Mathematics
Instruction except Language(s)
foreign languages

Luxembourg 46 0 18

Mexico 30 0 25

Czech Republic 33 8 21

Slovakia 31 5 20

Greece 31 7 14

Spain (Valencia) 27 10 20

Netherlands 39 0 21

Germany (Berlin) 24 12 19

Australia (Queensland) 24 5 21

Hungary 27 9 16

UK (England) (average) 32 0 19

Belgium (German comm.) 23 13 18

Denmark 26 9 17

Italy (est.) 20 10 20

France (est.) 24 6 20

Sweden (est.) 25 7 15

Norway 25 6 16

Austria 24 8 15

Finland (min.) 20 9 17

Ireland (est.) 33 0 13

Turkey 27 4 13

Canada (Quebec)* 30 x 21

Poland (est.) 20 7 15

Korea Rep. of 21 4 13

Switzerland (Zurich) 21 0 18

Japan 23 01 16

Iceland 18 2 14

OECD Average 27 5 18

Standard Deviation 6 4 3

China 24 0 15

Russian Fed. 32 4 16

TABLE 4A: 
CURRICULAR EMPHASES: PERCENTAGE OF ANNUAL INSTRUCTIONAL TIME
IN GRADES 3-5 ALLOCATED TO SELECT SUBJECT AREAS, 
IN OECD COUNTRIES, 2000-02: 

* In grades 1-6, Canada only allocates intended instructional time in language and math. This is symbolized by x.
**Social Sciences include history, geography, social studies, civics and environmental studies.
***Arts, music, crafts and performance arts. 
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Science % instructional Social Aesthetic % of total instructional 
allocated to Sciences** Education*** time  allocated to
core subjects non-core subjects  

6 70 2 11 7

15 70 20 5 13

7 69 7 12 10

10 66 6 16 11

13 65 11 10 10

9 65 9 12 10

4 64 5 17 11

8 63 8 15 12

11 61 4 12 8

9 60 4 22 13

9 60 8 8 8

6 60 15 11 13

8 59 4 15 10

7 57 17 13 15

5 56 14 12 13

7 54 9 13 11

6 53 7 15 11

5 52 8 20 14

5 51 7 27 17

4 51 10 13 12

7 51 12 9 11

x 51 x x x

9 50 5 4 4

10 49 10 13 12

9 49 9 27 18

9 48 9 12 10

4 39 6 15 11

7 57 8 13 11

3 8 4 6 3

4 44 4 12 8

5 57 5 11 8
1 Foreign language instruction in grades 3-6 may fall under “periods for 
integrated studies” or may be incorporated into other subjects.
2 Time is allotted to first and second languages (french and english).

3 Ireland may allocate time to two native languages (Irish and English).
4 This is the information that was avialable in the official timetables.
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All Language Foreign Mathematics
Instruction except Language(s)
foreign languages

Denmark 19 22 13

Luxembourg 34 13 12

Switzerland (Zurich) 25 9 12

Hungary 14 14 11

Greece 24 15 11

Austria 28 9 9

Slovakia 15 10 15

Mexico 14 9 14

Sweden (est.) 11 18 16

Italy (est.) 25 11 13

Netherlands 23 7 17

Turkey 15 13 14

Canada (Quebec)* 28 02 15

Belgium (German comm.) 16 17 14

Germany (Berlin) 14 12 14

Czech Republic 14 10 14

Iceland 15 17 11

Spain (Valencia) 20 10 10

Poland (est.) 15 10 13

Ireland (est.) 30 03 10

Finland (min.) 11 16 11

Norway 17 10 13

France (est.) 16 11 13

Australia (Queensland) 13 8 13

UK (England) (average) 12 8 13

Korea Rep. of 13 10 11

Japan 12 11 11

OECD Average 18 11 13

Standard Deviation 7 4 2

China 16 11 14

Russian Fed. 16 9 14

TABLE 4B: 
PERCENTAGE OF ANNUAL INSTRUCTIONAL TIME IN GRADES 7-9 
ALLOCATED TO SELECT SUBJECT AREAS, IN OECD COUNTRIES, 2000-02

* In grades 1-6, Canada only allocates intended instructional time in language and math. This is symbolized by x.
**Social Sciences include history, geography, social studies, civics and environmental studies.
***Arts, music, crafts and performance arts. 
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1 Foreign language instruction in grades 3-6 may fall under “periods for 
integrated studies” or may be incorporated into other subjects.
2 Time is allotted to first and second languages (french and english).

3 Ireland may allocate time to two native languages (Irish and English).
4 This is the information that was avialable in the official timetables.

Science % of total instructional Social Aesthetic % of total instructional 
time allocated to Sciences** Education*** time  allocated to

core subjects non-core subjects  

13 67 14 1 8

4 64 12 10 11

17 62 04 15 8

21 60 8 13 11

10 60 12 6 9

12 59 12 11 12

17 57 16 8 12

19 56 18 6 12

10 56 10 8 9

7 56 17 10 13

8 55 11 11 11

13 55 12 5 9

11 54 14 9 12

7 53 11 2 7

13 52 13 11 12

14 51 14 9 12

7 50 7 14 10

11 50 10 11 10

13 50 14 3 8

10 50 7 8 7

12 49 9 8 9

9 48 11 13 12

7 48 13 7 10

11 45 4 9 6

12 45 13 8 11

11 44 10 8 9

11 44 10 8 9

11 53 11 9 10

4 6 3 3 2

12 52 17 6 11

15 55 14 5 10



176

Reading, Modern 
writing and foreign Social Physical 

literature languages Math Science Technology Studies Arts Education
(1) (5) (2) (3) (6) (4) (7) (8)

Australia1 13 1 9 2 2 3 4 5 
Austria 24 8 16 10 n 3 18 10 
Belgium (Fl.)1 a a a a a a a a
Belgium (Fr.)1 a 5 a a a a a 7 
Czech Republic2 24 13 19 9 n 11 14 8 
Denmark 26 7 16 8 n 4 22 11 
England 27 n 22 10 9 8 8 7 
Finland 23 9 16 11 n 2 14 9 
France 30 9 19 5 3 10 9 14 
Germany 21 9 18 7 1 5 15 11 
Greece 29 10 14 11 n 11 8 7 
Hungary 28 9 16 6 n 7 15 11 
Iceland 16 4 15 8 6 8 12 9 
Ireland 29 x(13) 12 4 n 8 12 4 
Italy3 a a a a a a a a
Japan 19 n 15 9 n 9 10 9 
Korea 19 5 13 10 2 10 13 10 
Luxembourg4 25 21 18 6 n 2 11 10 
Mexico 30 n 25 15 n 20 5 5 
Netherlands5 30 2 19 x(4) 2 15 10 7 
New Zealand a a a a a a a a
Norway 23 6 15 7 n 8 16 7 
Poland6 21 11 16 12 5 5 5 12 
Portugal6 15 11 12 9 12 6 6 9 
Scotland a a a a a a a a
Slovak Republic m m m m m m m m
Spain 22 13 17 9 n 9 11 11 
Sweden 22 12 14 12 x(3) 13 7 8 
Switzerland m m m m m m m m
Turkey 19 9 13 10 n 10 7 7 
United States m m m m m m m m
OECD average1 24 8 16 9 2 8 11 9 
EU19 average 25 9 16 9 2 7 12 9 
Chile6 13 5 13 10 5 10 8 5 
Israel 11 11 19 7 x(13) 11 n 7 
Russian Federation6 26 10 16 6 6 10 6 6 

TABLE 5: INSTRUCTION TIME PER SUBJECT AS A PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL       

*Source: OECD. See Annex 3 for notes (www.oecd.org/edu/eag2006).  Please refer to the Reader's Guide for information concerning the symbols replacing missing data.
1 Australia, Belgium (Fr.) and Belgium(Fl.) are not included in the averages.
2 For 9-to-10-year-olds, social studies is included in science.
3 For 9 and 10-year-olds the curriculum is largely flexible, for 11-year-olds it is about the same as for 12 and 13-year-olds

COMPULSORY CORE CURRICULUM
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4 German as a language of instruction is included in “Reading, writing and literature” in addition to the mother tongue Luxemburgish.
5 Includes  9 and 11-year-olds only.
6 Includes 10 to 11-year-olds only.

Practical and TOTAL Compulsory TOTAL
vocational compulsory core flexible Compulsory Non-compulsory

Religion skills Other curriculum curriculum curriculum curriculum
(9) (10) (11) (12) (13) (14) (15)

1 n 1 42 58 100 n
8 x(12) 3 100 x(12) 100 m
a a a a a a a
7 a n 19 81 100 n
n n n 97 3 100 n
4 n 3 100 n 100 n
5 n 5 100 n 100 n
6 n n 90 10 100 3 
n n n 100 n 100 n
7 n 3 97 3 100 n
7 n 2 100 n 100 n
n 4 4 100 n 100 15 
3 5 3 89 11 100 n

10 n 14 92 8 100 n
a a a a a 100 n
n n 21 91 9 100 m
n 2 3 87 13 100 n
7 n n 100 n 100 n
n n n 100 n 100 n
4 n 12 100 n 100 n
a a a a a a a
9 n 9 100 n 100 n
8 n 4 100 n 100 20 
n n 17 97 3 100 3 
a a a a a a a
m m m m m m m

x(13) n n 91 9 100 n
x(4) 7 n 94 6 100 n

m m m m m m m
7 9 1 91 9 100 20 
m m m m m m m
4 1 5 96 4 100 3 
4 1 4 97 3 100 3 
5 a 2 79 21 100 m
7 n n 74 26 100 32 
n n n 87 13 100 m

       COMPULSORY INSTRUCTION TIME FOR 9-11 YEAR OLDS (2004)
COMPULSORY CORE CURRICULUM
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G R A D E S  1 - 3

Arizona Connecticut*****

Reading/Language Arts 45 51

Foreign Languages 0 0

Math 18 19

Science 9 7

Social Studies 9 7

Health 4 2

Physical Education 7 3

Art and Music 7 6

Other 0 3

Total % 100 100

Total Minutes per Week 1650 1724

G R A D E S  4 - 6

Arizona Connecticut*****

Reading/Language Arts 38 43

Foreign Language 0 1

Math 19 19

Science 13 10

Social Studies 13 10

Health 4 2

Physical Education 8 4

Art and Music 8 7

Other 0 4

Total % 100 100

Total Minutes per Week 1600 1735

TABLE 6: PERCENTAGE OF WEEKLY INSTRUCTIONAL MINUTES REQUIRED     

*Wisconsin instructional minutes differ from grade to grade. This chart shows the average instructional minutes in grades
1-3 and 4-6.
**This figure is an average. The state requires 100 minutes of foreign language instruction per week in grades 5 and 6. 
***Wisconsin also has instructional time policies for the following subjects: Environmental Education, Computer Literacy
and Career Exploration. Time for these subjects is worked into other relevant subjects.
****Massachusetts data is based on grades 2 and 5, respectively.
*****Data based on study of average hours of instruction in selected subjects from 2004-05, and so does not necessarily
represent present policies. Only grades 2 and 5 are represented on this data. The other category includes: computer edu-
cation, family and consumer science and technology education. 
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Massachusetts**** Missouri Wisconsin* Average

47 47 42 46

1 0 0 0

19 19 16 18

10 9 7 9

10 9 9 9

0 4 5 3

4 4 9 6

6 8 10 8

3 0 0 1

100 100 100 100

1550 1590 1582 1619

Massachusetts**** Missouri Wisconsin* Average

37 39 30 37

1 0 4** 1

19 19 15 18

14 13 11 12

14 13 13 12

0 4 7 3

5 4 9 6

7 8 10 8

4 0 0 2

100 100 100 100

1565 1540 1673*** 1623

    IN EACH SUBJECT AREA IN THREE US STATES, GRADES 1-3 & GRADES 4-6
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