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Compressed Calendars and Student Success

West Valley College currently operates on an 18-18-4/6/8 calendar.  That is, the fall and spring semesters are 17.5-18 weeks long and summer school includes 4-, 6-, and less frequently, 8-week blocks.  The fall semester begins in August and ends before Christmas; the spring semester begins in January and ends in May.  This calendar is often referred to as the "early semester plan."  At WVC, there are many exceptions to this calendar.  A number of courses, especially in the computer applications area, are taught in 9- or 6-week blocks or on successive weekends.  In addition, the college offers all off-site evening courses at Branham and Leigh High Schools in 15-week blocks, beginning three weeks after the start of the regular semesters and ending at the same time.  This calendar is referred to as "late start."  

Because of a recent and significant decrease in the college's enrollment, there has been discussion about converting all evening courses, both off and on campus, to the 15-week calendar in the belief that students will find a compressed schedule more attractive.  Some staff are advocating for a compressed schedule for all courses, day and evening. One of the questions that arises in this discussion is the impact of compressed schedules on student learning, especially when the compressed schedule applies to all students, not necessarily those who self-select faster paced courses. To help answer this question, a literature review was conducted to ascertain the relationship between course length and student performance.

Using the ERIC database, a search was conducted to identify studies that focused on this relationship.  The search focused on studies published after 1990; however, many of the studies in the data base were conducted prior to that time.   The search was also limited to community colleges, although several studies included four-year institutions in their analyses. In all, ten studies were located that attempted to address student outcomes in relation to calendar length.

Most of the studies that have been conducted are focused on whether a college should convert from the semester to the quarter system or from quarters to semesters.   In all cases, quarters were defined as 10 weeks in length.  Semesters varied, however.  Some colleges considered a semester to be 15 weeks, some 16, and some 18.  One study compared 6- and 8-week blocks to a 16-week semester.  Another examined the compression of 45-hour courses into three weekends.  Most of the studies attempted to determine the effect of a calendar change on elements such as retention, persistence, admissions rates, and student/faculty satisfaction.  The relationship between calendar and student performance was not clearly established.  Overall, these studies suggested that:

· Colleges should make major changes in their calendars only if there are compelling reasons to do so.  Compelling reasons for these colleges included enrollment, retention, and cost. 

· Colleges had mixed results when they attempted to measure the impact of a calendar change.  For example, there were differences in the impact on full-time and part-time students and freshmen/sophomores compared to juniors/seniors, and on degree seeking vs. non-degree seeking students.  

· In general, faculty tended to favor the longer semester in the belief that students would benefit from more time and there would be fewer "exit points" for students to withdraw.

· Students, on the other hand, tended to favor compressed calendars or quarter systems, citing the advantages of less boredom, more focus, and the ability to take more courses. (Note:  One finding was that students do not think in terms of units, but in terms of number of courses.  Though a student might take fewer units on one calendar than another, s/he might take more courses.)

· Typically, any major change in the calendar resulted in an initial dip in enrollment, primarily among part-time and vocational students, but eventually returned to projected levels in most cases.

· Withdrawals tended to decrease when colleges compressed courses.

· Colleges were unable to find clear evidence that academic performance was affected positively or negatively.

The most empirical of the studies and the one that focused most directly on measuring the impact of compressed schedules on student performance was a study completed by Santa Monica College in spring of 2000.  It is referenced in the Academic Senate Report on alternative calendars (2000).
  Santa Monica College conducted the study because while monitoring student success measures, they discovered that the success rates in compressed courses were greater than for full-semester courses.  Since this information was contrary to what most faculty believed, the research office designed a study to answer the question, "Why does this difference exist and is it associated with a positive learning experience?"  The total number of enrollments studied was about 446,000.  Six- and eight-week sessions (regular session and summer) were compared with the college's full 16-week semester.  Questions posed and answered included:

How do students respond to compressed courses?

Compressed instructional courses are popular with students.

What are the differences in success rates?

Success rates are higher in compressed six-week sessions than in full 16-week semesters.  Success rates in 8-week courses (accounting for 7% of the sample) appeared to be intermediate to the others.

Do faculty have different expectations for students in compressed courses?

No.  This was true for both full- and part-time faculty.  Success rates for compressed courses were statistically indistinguishable from those for full-length courses.

Are grade differences accounted for by a scholastic difference between students who choose compressed courses versus those who select full-length courses?

It appears not.  Results imply that similar students receive similar grades in the longer and shorter sessions.

Are students taking easier courses in the compressed sessions?

It appears not.  All types of courses examined exhibited the same characteristics.

Do shorter sessions benefit one type of student over another?

No.  The data showed no significant differences on the basis of ethnicity or day vs. evening students.

Are shorter session students better scholars than those in full-length courses?

The data imply that "the higher success rates and GPAs observed for short sessions are composed of a combination of enrichment for better students AND having most students do better work than they would otherwise."

Why do students with low GPAs (below 2.0) generally choose not to enroll in compressed courses?

Instructors and counselors reported that they typically advise weaker students to avoid compressed courses because they believed the students could not learn as well.  However, the data showed that when poorer students do enroll in compressed courses, they succeed more often, though they still tend to earn low grades. 

Do compressed courses help students with high GPAs more than those with lower ones?

Most B and lower students improved their GPAs and completed more courses.  

Do compressed courses reduce withdrawals (Ws)?

The reasons why students drop courses are not fully known, but the report states that "if it is because of scholastic difficulties, [students] are less affected by these difficulties when taking fewer courses in the compressed format."

Do students learn and retain the knowledge for use in future classes equally in the different length sessions?  Did the term length of the first course have an effect on their grades in the second course?
Results seemed to indicate that compressed sessions do not hurt the future performance of students.

Is maturity a factor?

No.  Changing maturity does not account for the better performance in short sessions.

Was one length of compressed courses better than another?

The data showed that students did better in the 6-week sessions as opposed to 8-week sessions, but the sample for 8-week sessions was small (7%). 

Is there a difference in performance between classes that meet for longer sessions vs. those that meet more frequently? 

Data suggest that "both types of compression contribute to student success but that meeting for more days per week might be better for student learning."

The quantitative data from Santa Monica suggest that compressed courses do not harm students.  On the contrary, shorter courses appear to benefit students, even poorer ones,  in terms of performance and course completion. Anecdotal evidence obtained from interviews at SMC revealed the following:

· Nearly all faculty and students mentioned "some kind of cohesion (bonding) that developed in compressed classes and that resulted in a kind of intense mental involvement. " Researchers remarked that this outcome was mentioned so often that they believed it was related to student success.

· Study groups seem to happen more naturally in short term classes, which tend to be smaller.  Students share a kind of "battlefield" mentality that makes them more willing to work together than in longer term courses.

· Students feel more pressure to study every day in compressed classes.

· In full term courses, it may be that students have a hard time maintaining interest over a long period of time.  They appear to commit less of themselves to full semester classes.

· The rate at which students drop out seems to reflect the length of the session:  the longer the session, the more withdrawals.  In all probability, full term classes give more time for disruptive events (work, family, transportation) to occur.

Based on this initial study, the conclusion is that compressed courses may actually improve student learning.  However, the study raises a number of questions, including the effect of compressing courses with formal lab components and the point at which courses that are too compressed might negatively impact performance.  To more fully understand the effects of compressed courses on student performance, more research is necessary.(  
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� Note:  The Academic Senate report is informational.  It does not argue for one calendar over another but identifies issues that should be considered.
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