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Chronology of OSBHE Consideration of Semester Conversion
From its establishment in 1932, the Oregon University System (OUS) and its institutions have been on a quarter system.  The following is a chronology of significant discussions and decisions within OUS regarding the change to a semester system.
1972
The policy of having a common System calendar was explicitly recognized in March when the University of Oregon was authorized to move its Law School to an early semester system.  In granting UO this authority, the Board said that the institution could not move unilaterally to adopt the semester system for the entire university, and that any adoption of a semester calendar had to be part of a statewide adoption that included other OUS institutions and Oregon community colleges.

1980, 1982
The Board changed its policy on criteria for a common academic calendar.  It stated that it would consider an institutional request for a different academic calendar if it were cost-effective, pedagogically sound, and wouldn’t create transfer problems.

1983
The Board voted to deny a request from UO for authorization to move to a semester calendar.  A primary concern was whether such a change should be made by a single institution or the entire system.

1984
Early semester was discussed again at the Board retreat, but no action was taken.

1986
In November, the Interinstitutional Faculty Senate sent a letter to the Board’s president recommending that, “the Oregon State Board of Higher Education come to a timely decision concerning the quarter-semester issue; that such decision whatever it be, place the matter at rest for the foreseeable future; and that if the decision is to change to the semester system that the change take effect in the academic year 1989-90.”  The minutes of the IFS meeting point to a concern that continual discussion was leading to pedagogical turmoil.


In a letter dated December 23rd from Ronald Daniels, Chair of Oregon Community College Presidents’ Council, to Chancellor William Davis, Daniels explained that the December 5th appearance of Vice Chancellor for Academic Affairs Larry Pierce before the CC Presidents’ Council surprised the community college presidents when he alerted them that semester conversion was to be discussed at the Higher Education Board meeting of January 16, 1987. The letter expressed the concern of most of the community college presidents that the Board might be acting without providing community college presidents the opportunity to be involved.  Short-term training and accessibility for students were major concerns.  Daniels requested that the Higher Education Board take no action on the item until a process had been established allowing for more discussion with presidents and board members from community colleges.

1987
In January, the Higher Education Board voted to approve semester conversion to be implemented in 1990.   Extensive System and campus planning was undertaken.  (A decade later, a 1997 OUS Report to the Board estimated that faculty and administrators spent approximately 150,000 hours revising general education requirements and reorganizing curricula.  New 5th year teacher education programs had been designed for a semester calendar.)
  A presentation by Oregon Community College Commissioner Michael Holland expressed a lack of enthusiasm for the change and that there needed to be further discussion with community colleges.  The Board asked the Oregon Educational Coordinating Commission (OECC) to work with community colleges and to return to the Board with a report about the consequences of semester conversion on community colleges.


In April, T.K. Olson, OECC executive director, presented a report to the Board that addressed community college issues.  Olson had met with 15 community college presidents, lobbyists of the Oregon Community Colleges Association (OCCA), and members of the Coordinating Commission.  Olson reported that nationally 21% of students enrolled in colleges and universities were on the quarter system.  Only 10 states had a majority of students on quarters.  Olson cited community college concerns from national survey data:  reduction in flexibility to meet short-term instructional needs; reduction in capacity to deal with non-traditional students; and increased difficulty for older students in meeting family obligations.  Olson reported that colleges that had shifted found that they were able to adapt.  While conversion cost was found to be a major concern of Systems, Olson found only one instance in which a legislature had provided funding for the conversion.  Other concerns cited included evidence or lack thereof that cost savings or quality improvements would be achieved.
1988
In February, the Board reaffirmed its January 1987 decision by a 7 to 2 vote in favor of an early semester calendar.  This was in response to a request by the Oregon State University faculty senate.  Six of the OUS presidents recommended going ahead with the semester conversion.  The Board cited the educational advantage of the longer semesters and the conversion process itself.  President Byrne of OSU estimated that 40% of the time for conversion would be for curricular review, and 60% for packaging and putting the conversion in place.


At the June Board Meeting, Board Vice President Mark Dodson read notes from Vice Chancellor Pierce, which indicated that conversion was on schedule, with some difficulty encountered scheduling longer lab sections and adding sections of composition.  The food processing industry was in opposition and would take concerns to the Emergency Board in July.  The Higher Education Board’s staff, according to Pierce, “underestimated the concerns of these groups” (referring to the food processors, other agricultural interests and to a certain extent representatives of the tourism industry).  “We should have consulted with these groups earlier and we tried to correct this by meeting with those … testifying to the joint interim committee on education … it underscores the need to continue working to resolve these problems” (p. 31).  The conclusion was that semester conversion per se wasn’t the problem; it was the timing of the academic calendar.  


Citing intense political pressures from the food-processing industry and a number of legislators, the Board agreed at its July meeting to hold hearings in October to review the academic calendar issues.  In a September letter to legislators, Pierce wrote that 60-75% of the conversion work had been completed.  

In October, five public hearings were held in Portland, Salem, Eugene, Ashland, and La Grande.  Sixty-five people testified and 75 people submitted written comments.  A report prepared by the OUS Office of Academic Affairs
 summarized the conclusions of the public hearings:  

·  A decision must be made by December 9th to avoid chaos; 
· The key issue before Board is whether the academic advantages outweigh political disadvantages; 
· Outside opposition is concentrated in food processing which employs about 1% of the students in the system;
· Students are divided on the decision; and
· Faculty are also divided; if implemented, faculty would like flexibility in implementing calendar.  

Dodson chaired 3 of the meetings and expressed frustration that there was an absence of hard data on this issue.

On December 9th, after significant external pressure from some agriculture business groups and rural legislators, the Board reversed its January 1987 decision to convert to a semester system.  The specific concerns cited were the perceived negative impact on early fall employment of students thought to be needed for the agribusiness and tourism sectors; the failure to make a solid case that semesters were superior for academic quality and pedagogy; and a letter from the Oregon Student Lobby indicating that 63% of State System students opposed the conversion.  The assertion was also made that the number one issue for Board concern should be faculty salaries (as opposed to semester conversion).  Of the original 7 Board members who had voted in favor of semester conversion, 4 were off the Board by the December 1988 reversal vote.  

At the December 9th meeting, Pierce reported that “all eight of our campuses have largely completed the curricular conversion from a quarter to semester calendar.  The General Education programs…have been revised and brought up to date.  The curriculum in most places has been entirely rewritten.  …..It is not really a question now of continuing the conversion.  The conversion has been completed and the results ….have been impressive….New programs in teacher education and nursing were based on the semester system because of the earlier start date in September.”  It was recommended by the Chancellor and his staff that the Board approve the semester calendar, which would start in most years after Labor Day.  Each campus would be given some flexibility in organizing the calendar.  The only limitations were that fall term must contain 70 days of instruction and end before the Christmas holiday, and that there be a minimum of 145 days of instruction during the fall and spring terms.  Each institution would be permitted to develop its own Summer Session schedule.  There was unanimous support from the chief academic officers from all 8 campuses – primarily because of the tremendous investment of time and effort that had been made.  All 8 presidents all supported going forward with change.  

Board member Kasey Brooks offered apologies to the campuses, saying that had the decision been made correctly in the first place, all of the hard work could have been avoided.  Brooks concluded, “In the future when we look to a major policy decision such as this we should be very careful to outline all of the potential issues and make sure that all of the constituents are heard before we make that decision.”

1989
At the February Board Meeting, the Interinstitutional Faculty Senate presented a resolution to the Board objecting to the Board’s reversal: “The Board’s reversal of that decision wasted countless hours of faculty and staff time during a period of severe budgetary difficulties and punished institutions for carrying out its own prior decision.     The IFS does not wish to see this sort of politically-driven reversal repeated.”

1996
In October, the OUS (OSSHE) Academic Council met with community college counterparts in La Grande to discuss semester conversion.  Community college concerns regarding semesters centered on cost, the need to agree on a firm policy to avoid another late 1980s-type scenario, sufficient time to prepare for change, and whether calendar issues constituted a top priority.


In November, the Academic Calendar Solutions Team met with a representative from the Oregon Employment Division.  Data revealed that the argument that a conversion to semesters would adversely affect the seasonal employment of college students wasn’t supported by the data.  Most college students were not employed in industries with seasonal influence.

1997
In a Solutions Team report to the Board published in Fall 1997, it was recommended that the Board identify a strategy to “develop academic schedule and calendar flexibility to provide greater access and efficiency for System students and other constituents.”  The OUS Academic Council was asked to consider “the present quarter system calendar and how it advances or impedes our commitment as a System to be more responsive and client-centered,” and to address which calendar is the problem and for which students.

A common academic calendar was developed for all OUS institutions; all campuses were to have the same start and end dates for all three terms.  A review of calendars in all accredited postsecondary higher education institutions in the US found:  64% of the 1,398 two-year institutions on semester system (66% if trimesters added) and 33% on quarter system.  Among the 2,102 four-year institutions, 75% were on a semester system (79% if trimesters added), with 14% on a quarter system.
Implications from the data as stated in the 1997 Report of the Solutions Team:

· There is a need for greater flexibility in the calendar.  The semester system may be seen as a more flexible “umbrella” for programs because of the longer duration, start and stop dates, and consistency with the calendars of other education sectors.

· Pedagogical arguments for the semester system are at the forefront.
· The work done at OUS institutions in the late 1980s in course redesign – moving from 3 to 4/5 credits – could make a conversion less onerous.

· Other states’ institutions warned against the claim that costs savings will occur.

· Textbooks tend to be oriented toward a semester system since the majority of institutions follow this calendar.

� Source:  OUS Office of Academic Affairs, Solution Team on Academic Calendar and Scheduling Flexibility, Fall 1997.


� OUS (OSSHE) Office of Academic Affairs, The Semester Calendar Decision Report, December 9, 1988.
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