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Finding the Overall Best Calendar

Given the emphasis on academics that is part of our charge, the Committee has 
focused on: 

- how to position breaks so that they maximize learning and well being

- how to increase summertime opportunities for scholarship and employment

- how to enhance the value of class days just before and just after Thanksgiving

- how to structure an effective orientation period and study/exam period  

As much as possible, we also address concerns that relate to religious practice, 
childcare, and a host of practical  issues such as getting  grades in on time, big course 
prep, getting the dorms ready for graduation families, etc., etc., etc.



The Current Calendar

Play with the tiles.

But NYS requires that

Class Days + Exam Days
>= 75

each semester.



Compared to Our Peers

We have the least 
number of
Orientation days.

Cornell = 3
Median = 7
All peers have at least 5.

Ivy League 
+

Duke
Johns Hopkins
MIT
Chicago
Stanford
Michigan
Berkeley



Compared to Our Peers

We have the least 
number of class days
after Thanksgiving.

Cornell = 5
Median = 10

Except for Harvard 
and Cornell,
everybody has at 
least 8.

Ivy League 
+

Duke
Johns Hopkins
MIT
Chicago
Stanford
Michigan
Berkeley



Compared to Our Peers

We have the only
two-break Spring
semester except 
Brown.

Yale has a single
2-week spring break.

Ivy League 
+

Duke
Johns Hopkins
MIT
Chicago
Stanford
Michigan
Berkeley



Compared to Our Peers

We have a somewhat
long  study/exam 
period.

Cornell 13
Penn 10
Columbia 10
Michigan 10
Duke 10
Berkeley 7

Ivy League 
+

Duke
Johns Hopkins
MIT
Chicago
Stanford
Michigan
Berkeley



Compared to Our Peers

We have a relatively 
long Dec/Jan break.

Cornell is about 1.5 
weeks above the 
median.

We have a relatively 
short summer break.

Cornell is about 2.5 
weeks below the 
median.

Ivy League 
+

Duke
Johns Hopkins
MIT
Chicago
Stanford
Michigan
Berkeley



Starting, Stopping, Breaks

Don’t start too early

Don’t end too late

Don’t start so late

Don’t end so late

Reposition

Gimme 5!



Childcare Days: 2016-17

A childcare day is a 
Cornell class day that
is not a public school
class day.

The number of 
childcare days doesn’t 
capture everything, 
but it is a start.

Very difficult to synch 
breaks with the public 
schools if we position 
our breaks according to 
what’s academically  
best for our students.

Similar comment about
religious holidays.



The Proposed Alternatives

The Modified Current Calendar 

What we think is the best possible calendar given that 
graduation stays on Memorial Day Weekend. 

The Early Commencement Calendar 

What we think is the best possible calendar given that 
graduation is held two weeks earlier. 

The Fall Semester is the same for both of these calendars.



The Modified Current Calendar Framework

Feb break is always
after 24 class days.

Modified study/exam
period.

Increases the gap from 
the last exam day to 
graduation.

Five-day orientation.

Classes start 2 days 
later.

Seven class days 
after Thanksgiving.

Modified study/exam
period.



Other Differences
1. The summer break increases by 5 days.

2. The summer break increases by one “work week”.

3. The Dec/Jan break decreases by 3 days.

4. Weekday Balance
Current Fall:       12-15-14-14-14
Modified Fall:      13-14-13-14-14

Current Spring:       13-13-15-14-14
Modified Spring:    13-14-14-14-14



The Early Commencement Calendar Framework

Five-day orientation.

Classes start 2 days 
later.

Seven class days 
after Thanksgiving.

Modified study/exam
period.

Classes start 8 days 
earlier.

Only one break.

Modified study/exam
period.

Graduation is two
Weeks earlier



Other Differences
1. The summer break increases by 15 days.

2. The summer break increases by two “work weeks”

3. The Dec/Jan break decreases by 10 days.

4. Weekday Balance
Current Fall:      12-15-14-14-14
Early Fall:    13-14-13-14-14

Current Spring: 13-13-15-14-14
Early Spring:    13-14-14-14-14



The Modified Exam Period (Fall Illustration)

Modified 
or

Early
Calendar

Current
Calendar 



The Modified Exam Period (Fall Illustration)

Modified 
or

Early
Calendar

Current
Calendar 

New material taught just after the 
Thanksgiving break can be properly 
reviewed and integrated with earlier 
course content.  

. 



The Modified Exam Period (Fall Illustration)

Modified 
or

Early
Calendar

Current
Calendar 

Instead of ending classes with a 5-day 
frenzy, instructors can plan a course 
wrap-up that works well for students 
as they begin preparing for finals. 



The Modified Exam Period (Fall Illustration)

Modified 
or

Early
Calendar

Current
Calendar 

Moreover, the weekend after 
Thanksgiving weekend gives students 
more time to complete end-of-term 
projects and papers. 



End-of-Term Design

Modified
Current
Calendar

Current
Calendar 

Early
Commencement
Calendar

Fall Spring

An opportunity
for us all to 
rethink how 
the semester 
can and should 
wrap up. 

exactly
the

same



Columbia

Penn

Berkeley

Monday WednesdayTuesdaySunday Thursday Friday Saturday

RR R R R

Some Peer School Study/Exam Periods



1991
7 exam days
6 study days

21 exam periods

1997
8 exam days
5 study days

22 exam periods

2005
9 exam days
5 study days

22 exam periods

2017
8 exam days
5 study days

19 exam periods

The 
Evolution 

of the 
Cornell

Study/Exam
Period



Another Trend

The last twenty years has seen a near doubling of break days:

1 Labor Day
2 Fall Break
1 Wednesday before Thanksgiving
2         Thanksgiving and day after
2 February Break
5         Spring Break

--------
6+7 = 13



Wrap-Up Timeline

April Faculty Senate and Assemblies Discussion

May Faculty Senate and Assemblies Vote

Report & Recommendations to Provost  who decides.

New calendar (probably) takes effect 2018-19.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
View report and leave comments:
http://theuniversityfaculty.cornell.edu/news/academic-calendar-committee/recommendations/

http://theuniversityfaculty.cornell.edu/news/academic-calendar-committee/recommendations/


Circle the 
Rank

Calendar Framework

1   2  3 Current Calendar Framework

It features  a 3-day orientation, a 2-day October break, a 3-day Thanksgiving break, 5 
class days after Thanksgiving, a 2-day February break, a 5-day spring break, a 13-day 
finals period with 8 exam days, a 4-day gap between the last exam day and graduation. 
Commencement is held on Memorial Day weekend.

1   2  3 Modified Current Calendar Framework

Same as the Current Calendar except that it has a 5-day orientation, 7  class days after 
Thanksgiving, an 11-day finals period with 7 exam days, and  a 7-day gap between the 
last exam day and graduation. Commencement is held on Memorial Day weekend. The 
summer break is five  days  longer and the between-semester break is five days shorter.

1   2  3 Early Commencement Calendar Framework

Same as the Current Calendar except  that it has a 5-day orientation, 7 class days after 
Thanksgiving, a single 5-day break in the spring semester, an 11-day finals period with 7 
exam days, and a 2-week earlier Commencement. The summer break is approximately
two weeks longer and the between-semester break is approximately two weeks shorter.

For Voting We Recommend a Ranking Ballot



Extra Slides



FYI: Output from a Sample Exam Scheduling Simulation



Fall Calendar Framework  F1

• 2-day Fall break
• 3-day Thanksgiving break
• A modified study/exam period
• Four August class days moved to December

Possible Fall Calendar Framework

Agree Disagree Unsure

Undergrad 31.7 55.4 12.9

Grad 43.1 42.4 14.5

Staff 57.2 18.7 24.1

Faculty 70.1 17.0 12.9

Alumni 27.2 57.2 15.6

Improvement 
over the current 
calendar?



Possible Fall Calendar Framework
Fall Calendar Framework  F2

• 2-day Fall break
• 5-day Thanksgiving break
• A modified study/exam period
• Two August class days moved to December
• An effectively longer orientation period

Agree Disagree Unsure

Undergrad 51.4 34.3 14.3

Grad 51.5 31.8 16.7

Staff 49.1 26.7 24.2

Faculty 39.5 41.3 19.2

Alumni 38.2 45.6 16.2

Improvement 
over the current 
calendar?



Possible Spring Calendar Framework

Spring Calendar Framework S1

• February break is one week later
• Spring break stays the same
• A modified study/exam period

Agree Disagree Unsure

Undergrad 37.5 38.5 24.0

Grad 41.2 30.6 28.2

Staff 30.7 36.7 32.6

Faculty 29.4 41.3 29.3

Alumni 49.7 26.5 23.8

Improvement 
over the current 
calendar?



Possible Spring Calendar Framework

Spring Calendar Framework  S2

• The 5-day break is positioned  in March
• The 2-day break is positioned in April
• A modified study/exam period

Agree Disagree Unsure

Undergrad 30.1 53.7 15.2

Grad 40.1 46.3 13.6

Staff 38.7 31.6 29.7

Faculty 35.6 31.6 29.8

Alumni 28.5 56.7 14.4

Improvement 
over the current 
calendar?



Possible Spring Calendar Framework
Spring Calendar Framework S3

• Commencement is 2 weeks earlier
• February break and spring break remain
• A modified study/exam period
• Classes start about 13 days earlier

Agree Disagree Unsure

Undergrad 52.8 34.9 12.3

Grad 40.1 46.3 13.6

Staff 47.2 33.0 19.8

Faculty 27.0 59.5 13.5

Alumni 28.8 56.7 14.4

Improvement 
over the current 
calendar?



Possible Spring Calendar Framework
Spring Calendar Framework S4

• Commencement is 2 weeks earlier
• No February break 
• A modified study/exam period
• Classes start about 8 days earlier

Agree Disagree Unsure

Undergrad 29.3 58.9 11.8

Grad 29.1 59.0 11.9

Staff 44.1 37.1 18.8

Faculty 36.8 49.0 14.2

Alumni 15.6 71.8 13.6

Improvement 
over the current 
calendar?



This means  
that 32 Cornell  
students  
checked into  
the Cayuga  
Medical Center  
ER on a Sunday  
during 2006

Same stats only  
confined to  
“senior week”.  We 
define these to be 
the seven days 
that precede  
Commencement  
Sunday.

Perspective: Emergency Room Visits During Senior Week

New Calendar Reduce Senior Week Years:


