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****************************************************************************** 
 
SUBJECT:  Academic Calendar Working Group Update 
 

The calendar working group had its first meeting on February 25.  For the most part, this 
was an organizational meeting.  The expectations of the group were outlined and discussed.  In 
addition, some background information was provided that summarized the academic calendars 
used by a range of colleges/universities around the country.  This information is appended to this 
agenda item. 
 

The following timeline was discussed and agreed to: 
 

• Spring 2011 – Develop system-wide awareness of this project; gather information 
• Summer 2011 – Establish a set of premises/principles and create draft calendars 
• Fall 2011 – Circulate materials for review; consider feedback; finalize 

recommendation(s) 
• Fall 2011/Spring 2012 – Recommendations considered by Councils, gain Board 

approval 
 

The group agreed that the first step would be to identify the premises/principles that 
should be used to frame the development of the next set of academic calendars for the system.  
As a start, the following set of examples was developed:   
 

• Typically the fall semester has started near/after Labor Day for a number of reasons, 
including the tourism industry.  Do we need to continue this tradition? 

• The most recent set of calendars used by the system included 74-78 instructional days per 
semester with 74/75 being most common.  Should we set 75 days as the “target” number? 

• The fall calendars have not included a “fall break”.  Is this acceptable or should a multi-
day break be scheduled? 

• The spring calendars have included a week-long “spring break” and, in addition, Good 
Friday and the Monday after Easter are also no class days.  Should this continue? 

 
 
 
*************************************************************************** 

RECOMMENDED ACTION 
  

Discussion.  



 
• Many institutions close the week between Christmas and New Year’s Day and they 

commonly use “banked” federal holidays to cover this time, i.e., campuses are open for 
business and classes are held on Labor Day and other federal holidays.  Do we want to 
consider this option? 

• There are a set of processes for grade reporting at the end of a given semester and for 
finalizing financial aid for the following semester.  Do we have enough time built in 
between semesters so these and other enrollment related processes can be accomplished? 

 
The group agreed to discuss this process broadly on their campus as well as with their 

peers/colleagues within the system.  These discussions should be used to make sure faculty and 
staff know the process is underway and to solicit ideas for consideration.  Members were 
encouraged to share responses.   
 

The group will reconvene during the next few weeks and to reconvene by conference call 
on April 11. 
 

Members of the Council should be prepared to suggest strategies to ensure that faculty 
and staff are aware of this process as well as of their opportunities to provide input. 
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January 14, 2011 
 
To:  Sam Gingerich 
From:   Dave Haney 
Subject: University Calendar Policies 
 
This study examines university calendar policies of a cross section of colleges and universities 
that are comparable to Regental institutions.  The list of universities that I used represents a non-
duplicated compilation of NCHEMS peers of all six Regental institutions. The information on 
the spreadsheet was gathered from university and state personnel web sites, and is not 100% 
accurate, because not all sites presented enough information. However, it is accurate enough to 
enable a broad categorization of policy options and to indicate which options are the most 
popular.  I focused on (1) holiday calendars, with an emphasis on how state and federal holidays 
are adjusted to fit the academic schedule; (2) the starting and ending dates of semesters; and (3) 
the timing of fall and spring breaks. 
 
1.  Holiday Calendars 
Policies fall into the general categories below, which might provide the Board of Regents with 
options to present to the legislature. The different options allow for different distributions of 
authority over paid holiday observance between the state and the educational system. Although I 
assume that the BOR would want to continue a system-wide policy, it should also be noted that 
some states (North Carolina, for example), give individual institutions latitude in determining 
how holidays are distributed. The most common reason for altering the distribution of holidays is 
to allow for longer breaks, particularly between Christmas and New Year’s Day. Since that week 
is a low-activity period for most university functions (with the notable exception of registrar’s 
offices), as well as a period of high energy costs, many institutions look for ways to shut down as 
many operations as possible during that period. A few institutions go so far as to close the 
university even if that means virtually mandating that employees use accrued leave. According to 
press reports, the University of California San Diego saved $210,000 by closing during the 2009-
2010 winter break, and the University of Minnesota predicted a $160,000 savings during the 
2010-2011 break. Some institutions, such as Ramapo College, designate special “energy 
savings” days as paid holidays. 
 
The total number of paid holidays allowed ranges from a minimum of nine (Oregon) to a 
maximum of 17 (Indiana). South Dakota is at the low end of the scale with 10 paid holidays. 
“Banking” refers to the practice of observing a holiday on a different day from its usual 
observation; for example moving Columbus Day to the week between Christmas and New 
Year’s Day. Some states call these “floating” holidays.  I note that the BOR policy allows one 
holiday to be banked for the special schools: “The observance of Veterans' Day for SDSD and 
SDSBVI  may be moved when the Board adopts the academic calendar for the special schools each 
year.” (http://www.sdbor.edu/policy/4-Personnel/documents/4-31.pdf).  
 
Option 1: No banking. Only eight of the 49 institutions checked, or a little over 16%, bank no 

holidays at all, like South Dakota, and five of those institutions are in North Dakota. 
Maine, Oklahoma, and Virginia appear to be the other states that do not bank holidays, 
and each of those states has more holidays (from 11 to 14 total) than the 10 allotted in 

http://ucsdnews.ucsd.edu/newsrel/general/01-10Energy.asp
http://chronicle.com/blogs/buildings/u-of-u-of-minnesota-watches-meters-and-goes-dark-this-winter/28163
http://www.sdbor.edu/policy/4-Personnel/documents/4-31.pdf
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North and South Dakota. The low number of holidays in South Dakota might be used as 
an argument for more flexibility in their distribution. 

 
Option 2: Some holidays mandated, some banked and used at the discretion of the educational 

system or the institution. This is by far the most popular options, represented by 20 of the 
49 institutions or almost 41%. The state mandates which holidays must be observed when 
they occur, and which can be moved. The number of “floating” holidays in these systems 
ranges from two to five. This allows the state to maintain control over a majority of the 
holidays, but also gives institutions some flexibility with others. I imagine that from a 
legislature’s point of view, the difficulty in establishing such a system would be to 
determine which holidays are important enough to be mandated and which are not. 

 
Option 3: Some holidays mandated, a few others left up to the employee (in addition to accrued 

leave). Only three institutions (about 6%) chose this option, which moves the flexibility 
all the way down to the level of the individual employee. However, this might be an 
option if the system wanted to give employees an incentive to take that time off during 
winter break without using accrued leave, but didn’t want to mandate that. 

 
Option 4: Institution allowed to bank/move any holiday.  Nine institutions (over 18%) have this 

option, in North Carolina, South Carolina, Louisiana, and Pennsylvania. This gives the 
institutions/systems the maximum flexibility, and takes the burden off the legislature of 
determining which holidays are essential. Having participated in calendar discussions in 
North Carolina, I would argue that this option is ultimately indistinguishable from option 
2 in its results; the same political and religious pressures apply at the system or 
institutional level that apply at the state level (no one is going to mess with Thanksgiving 
or Christmas, for example).  

 
Option 5: Mandated holidays plus additional paid days off. This option, used by 8 institutions or 

over 16%, resembles option 2, with the difference that the non-mandated days are not tied 
to specific holidays, so one can avoid the absurdity of saying that Good Friday happens 
after Christmas. Though usually the total allowable paid days off must match the number 
of state holidays, in some cases it appears that the universities are given latitude to take 
off additional days. 

 
Option 6: Other. Two other institutions/states have different approaches. Indiana not only has the 

most holidays, but the “banking” and moving of holidays is prescribed at the state level. 
Ramapo College of New Jersey, in addition to observing “energy savings” days, reverses 
the normal relationship between student/faculty holidays and leave-earning employee 
holidays. While most institutions have days when classes are not held but offices are 
open, this institution has days when offices are closed but classes are held. I would not 
recommend either of these practices. 

 
A small number of schools (4) counter the effect of holidays on MWF/Th schedules by changing 
the days of the week, for example, observing a Monday schedule on Tuesday if there are an 
excessive number of Monday holidays. 
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2.  Semester Start and End dates (unless otherwise noted, 2010-2011 dates are used) 
As the summaries at the end of the spreadsheet show, South Dakota is in the most popular 
category for spring semester, starting the week of 1/10 and ending the week of 5/2. However, the 
fall start date is, as we expected, later than normal with an 8/30 start. (Although it’s in the “15+) 
category, a full 16 weeks is gained be starting at the early end of that range and ending at the 
latest end).  Only 10 of the 49 schools (20%) start 8/30 or later. By moving the start and end 
dates for fall to the previous weeks, South Dakota would be in line with a plurality of peers. 
Even if there is some argument for maintaining the agrarian tradition of waiting until close to 
Labor Day, we don’t really do that: Labor Day will not be in the first week of September until 
2013. My experience has been that for students, a holiday after a week or two of school is useful, 
but a holiday after only a few days is not as useful. I think most students, and perhaps faculty, 
would gladly trade the late start for a longer Christmas break. If banked holidays permitted the 
universities to close for winter break, an earlier end to the semester would give time for end-of 
semester processing before the break. If holiday banking were permitted (and the “banked” days 
were also class days), the semester could also be compressed: It could have started on 8/30/10 
and ended on 12/15 if classes were held on Columbus Day and Veterans Day.  The best solution 
in my view would be to start the semester (using 2010 dates) Aug. 24 and end it December 10 (or 
December 8 with banked holidays). That would also allow for the possible addition of make-up 
exam days in the event of weather closures.  
 
I did not count instructional days for peer institutions, partly because I couldn’t figure out a way 
to do it without combing through each academic calendar manually, and partly because the 
federal government is more concerned with weeks than days. For financial aid purposes, 
according to the Federal Student Aid Information for Financial Aid Professionals web site 
(http://ifap.ed.gov/ifap/),  

 
An academic year for a credit-hour or direct assessment program must be defined as at 
least 30 weeks of instructional time, and for a clock-hour program, at least 26 weeks of 
instructional time.  
 
The number of weeks of instructional time is based on the period that begins on the first 
day of classes in the academic year and ends on the last day of classes or examinations. 
For all FSA programs, a week of instructional time is any period of 7 consecutive days in 
which at least 1 day of regularly scheduled instruction, examination, or (after the last day 
of classes) at least 1 scheduled day of study for examinations occurs. Instructional time 
does not include periods of orientation, counseling, homework, vacation, or other activity 
not related to class preparation or examination. Therefore, the weeks of instructional time 
may be less than the number of calendar weeks that elapse between the first day of 
classes and the last day of classes or examinations. 
(http://ifap.ed.gov/sfahandbooks/attachments/0809FSAHbkVol3Ch1Oct14.pdf)  

 
Anecdotal evidence suggests that more and more classes (especially for adult learners) meet once 
a week, and the rise of hybrid and online courses makes the concept of granular units of seat time 
(hours, and even days) less important. These are additional reasons for thinking in terms of the 
number of weeks rather than the number of instructional days.   
 

http://ifap.ed.gov/ifap/
http://ifap.ed.gov/sfahandbooks/attachments/0809FSAHbkVol3Ch1Oct14.pdf
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3.  Fall and Spring Breaks 
Almost 37% of the schools listed have no fall break at all. If they have one, it is usually one or 
two days in October. The argument for a fall break is the long time between the start of school 
and Thanksgiving, though that argument is most relevant for the increasingly rare traditional 
residential campus. The arguments against it are that it extends the semester unnecessarily, and it 
wreaks havoc with a prime weekend in football season. I don’t see any reason to introduce this 
(not that anyone is suggesting it). South Dakota uses the second most popular slot for spring 
break (March 7-11 in 2010), shared with over 20% of peers. The most popular slot (at 51%) is 
the next week, March 14-18.  
 
4.  Institutional vs. BOR Control of Scheduling 
Given the number of centralized processes that affect regental institutions, a common calendar 
makes sense. However, it may be worth considering some flexibility, for example to coordinate 
with local school districts, since they set their own calendars for the most part. The timing of 
spring break might be one issue that could be coordinated with local school districts. 
 
5.  Recommendations 
I recommend that a calendar task force or standing committee be established, with representation 
from campuses that includes registrars, student life VPs, Academic Affairs representatives, 
athletic directors, and business officers, in addition to appropriate BOR staff.  This group should 
consider goals for calendar revision, and then constraints that will need to be taken into account.  
 
Goals might include: 

1. Energy Savings 
2. Concentration of vacation time in longer stretches 
3. Efficient delivery of curriculum (on-campus, site-based, and on-line) 
4. Weather accommodations (best times to be closed, providing make-up days for weather 

cancellations) 
5. Accommodating courses that fall outside of regular term dates 
6. Appropriate coordination of employee and student/faculty schedules 
7. Meaning of holidays (e.g., is taking a day off the best way for a campus to honor Martin 

Luther King, Jr. or Native American heritage?) 
 
Constraints might include: 

1. Processing time for registrar, housing, and student accounts offices 
2. Schedules of working teachers (for Education programs; summer terms might be 

affected) 
3. Student summer employment (especially agricultural) 
4. Final exam preparation time (for students) and end of semester grading time (for faculty) 

 
Standing calendar committees often have a set of principles they follow; see, for example, the 
principles followed by Appalachian State’s Registration and Calendar Committee: 
http://www.registrar.appstate.edu/admin/proposals/comments.html.   
 
A survey of faculty, staff, and students could determine attitudes toward floating holidays, winter 
break, final exam schedules, and other calendar issues. 

http://www.registrar.appstate.edu/admin/proposals/comments.html
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6.  Further Study 

1. Summer terms: I didn’t examine summer terms, but I know that (at BHSU at least), there 
has been a steady decline in on-campus summer enrollment and an increase in on-line 
enrollment.  Summer enrollment could be studied more systematically, and solutions 
proposed that would better meet student needs and make better use of campus facilities.  

2. More radical solutions: While I looked at factors that would be important in tweaking the 
holiday schedule and the timing of semesters, I didn’t consider more radical option that 
some institutions have gone to, such as true trimesters or “mini-mesters” in May or 
January. If the BOR wanted to consider such possibilities, a statewide needs assessment 
would need to be conducted. 

 


	RECOMMENDED ACTION

