Otterbein College

Semester Conversion Study Committee

Final Report

Introduction:


The Semester Conversion Study Subcommittee was formed in December, 2007, with the following specific charge:
Guided by the Vision, Core Values, Strategic Initiatives and Goals of the Strategic Plan, the Sub-Committee will:

(1) Study the likely impact of semester-long courses on student learning

(2) Examine and review the experiences of other peer and aspirant institutions that have converted their calendars from quarters to semesters.

(3) Examine how a quarter to semester conversion will affect general operations, functions, and core processes of the College.

(4) Communicate continuously with internal and external stakeholders and collect and report feedback on the potential impact of a change in academic calendar.

(5) Report findings, implementation cost estimates, and develop recommendations for the Strategic Planning Council.
We convened for the first time in January 2008, and immediately divided the work of the committee into five subcommittees: one to study the literature on student learning in quarter and semester systems; one to examine the experiences of similar institutions; one to explore how various campus offices, departments, committees and governance bodies viewed the effects of such a change on general operations, teaching and research, and core processes; one to recommend strategies for communicating with the campus community; and one to conduct research in various forms.  The reports of these task forces are attached to this report.


We have met weekly since March to identify further research needs, consider reports and identify conclusions and recommendations.  In recent meetings, we have moved to a consideration of specific recommendations.
Conclusions 


By consensus with no dissenters, the subcommittee draws the following conclusions from our research and discussion:

· There are a variety of opinions, among both students and faculty about the impacts of quarters on student learning.  Among the most often cited reasons for pedagogical superiority of quarters are: faster pacing, increased focus (caused by faster pacing and fewer courses), the energy created by three “startings and closings” rather than two, and the opportunity to take more electives.  Among the primary reasons cited for the pedagogical superiority of semester are: the greater length of the term, which allows for a “spacing effect” (where retention of facts is enhanced by spaced presentation, rather than massed presentation); benefits of longer periods of time for research assignments (which could lead to increased review of drafts); increased length of internships and independent student research projects; and increased opportunities for experiential learning, including service learning.

· There would not appear to be any empirical evidence that directly links quarters or semesters to student learning.  There is some indirect evidence for beneficial effects of semesters on factors contributing to student engagement and faculty/student behaviors associated with increased student learning.

· Our review of peer/aspirant institutions reveals that all but one are currently on semesters.

· Most colleges in Ohio are currently on semesters.  The four-year institutions in Ohio that are currently on quarters are: Otterbein, Ohio Northern’s undergraduate program (which has recently voted to switch to semesters), Ohio State (which has previously voted to switch to semesters but postponed implementation because of state funding formulae), Ohio University, University of Cincinnati and Wright State University.  The Chancellor of the Ohio Board of Regents has recently announced his desire that all state four-year universities switch to semesters.

· If the four-year institutions switch to semesters, we expect that the two year colleges would switch as well.  This would affect students in programs with articulation agreements or shared courses with Columbus State Community College.

· The majority of students (in surveys, meetings and Senate) are in favor of quarters; the primary reasons for their support are: a desire for shorter terms and the December break.

· Of the academic departments we spoke with, 13 are in favor of semesters providing load/sabbaticals/research expectations can be worked out; 6 did not reach consensus; and 3 favor quarters. 

· Many faculty (in meetings and surveys) expressed concerns about specific unknowns related to a conversion, including faculty and student loads; sabbatical rotation; and research expectations, both during and following the conversion

· The majority of administrative offices favor semesters.  There is no impact on a few and one office (Service) is concerned about loss of effectiveness with switch. The primary concerns of the Service department are: less time between terms for  “powering down” buildings (and subsequent energy savings) and “deep cleaning;” and challenges associated with an earlier graduation.

· Surveys of students, staff, administrators and faculty indicate that most agree that one important advantage of the current calendar is the longer interterm break, which allows for international travel experiences and allows students to find seasonal jobs and internships.  There are concerns that the longer break has negative effects on retention.

· Surveys of students, staff, administrators and faculty indicate that most agree a key advantage of semesters would be earlier release in the Spring, which would allow more students to take advantage of summer performance opportunities and student research fellowships.  As noted above, there are some concerns about preparations for an earlier graduation date. 

· Some faculty are excited about opportunity to redesign curriculum, but there is concern from many about how this will be accomplished.  Some faculty have specifically stated that they do not want to devote sabbaticals to redesign of the curriculum.

· Faculty are unanimous in opposing a 4-4 load (which would result from a curriculum built around 3-hour courses as the standard).  The students we have talked with had similar feelings about a 5-course/semester load.  There is much more support for a “4-hour standard course” and a 3-3 load for faculty and 4-4 load for students.  A substantial number of faculty view a 3-3 load as an increase in their current teaching load, irrespective of contact hours.

· Faculty would like to retain the current frequency of sabbaticals and prefer that sabbatical under semesters be more frequent than standard which is after every 6 years.

· Administrative staff is at maximum capacity with developing Banner and do not feel they can add redesigning processes for semesters on top of this.  Banner will still require major efforts in 2010/11 after major efforts are required with implementation in 2009/10.   

· A number of semester models are available, including semesters (4-4), trimesters (4-4-4), 4-1-4 (typically with a January term), 4-4-1 (with a May term), and 3-1-3-1 (recently introduced).  Given time constraints, the committee feels that it is not realistic for the campus community to select a semester calendar from among these specific models this spring.

· The committee feels that it is beyond our expertise and available time to determine an accurate cost for the conversion to semesters.

Recommendation:

By unanimous vote (16-0-0), the subcommittee adopted the following recommendation at its meeting on May 5, 2008:
The Semester Conversion Study Subcommittee recommends that Otterbein College convert to a semester system, provided that portions of the plan related to a specific calendar, faculty and student load, sabbatical rotation, research expectations and the conversion process are clearly defined before the proposal is submitted to Senate.

Attachments:

The following documentation is being provided to Planning Council based on our work which began in Winter Quarter:

· Report on Review of Literature Concerning Student Learning

· Report On Experiences of Similar Institutions

· Report On Impact on General Operations, Functions and Core Processes

· Possible Models for Conversion

· Faculty Load Survey of Other Ohio Institutions

· Academic Calendars of Peer and Aspirant Groups
