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Background and Prior Policy

An academic calendar that uses semesters or trimesters traditionally has three terms, one each in the fall, spring, and summer, two of which comprise an academic year. Academic progress in semester- and trimester-based programs is measured in semester/trimester hours, and full-time enrollment in a term is at least 12 semester/trimester credit hours. Under prior Department policy, semesters and trimesters were terms of 15 to 17 weeks in length. Additionally, to be considered standard terms under the prior policy, all terms had to be substantially equal in length. Terms are considered to be substantially equal in length if no term differs in length from any other term by more than two weeks. 

Academic calendars using quarters typically include four terms, one each in the fall, winter, spring, and summer, with an academic year comprised of three of those terms. Academic progress in quarter-based programs is measured in quarter credit-hours, and full-time enrollment in a term is at least 12 quarter credit hours. Under prior Department policy, quarters were terms of 10 to 12 weeks in length, and all quarters were required to be substantially equal in length. Terms are considered to be substantially equal in length if no term differs in length from any other term by more than two weeks.

Term-based programs not meeting the standards described above were considered to be offered using nonstandard terms. For example, a program with a 16-week fall semester and a 19-week spring semester would have been considered to be a nonstandard term program because the number of weeks in the spring term exceeded the maximum 17 weeks allowed in a standard semester. This had implications for awarding Title IV Student Aid, including Federal Pell Grants and Direct Loans. 

Federal Pell Grants for students enrolled in a nonstandard term program would have been calculated according to Pell Grant Formula 3.[footnoteRef:1] Additionally, because the nonstandard terms in this program were not substantially equal in length, the institution would have been required to disburse Direct Loans and monitor Direct Loan annual loan limit progression in the same manner as for a non-term program. As a result, an institution could not make the second disbursement of a Direct Loan with a fall-spring loan period until the point when the student had successfully completed one-half the number of weeks of instruction and one-half the number of credit hours in the academic year, which may not have coincided with the beginning of the spring semester.[footnoteRef:2] Additionally, the student is not eligible for a new annual loan limit until he or she successfully completes both the weeks and hours requirements in the program’s defined academic year. [1:  For more information on Pell formulas, see the FSA Handbook, Volume 3, Chapter 3.]  [2:  For more information on Direct Loan disbursements and monitoring annual loan limit progression, see the FSA Handbook, Volume 3, Chapters 1 and 5.] 


Revised Policy

Terms of between 14 and 21 weeks in length may now be considered semesters or trimesters. As under the prior policy, academic progress for semesters or trimesters must be measured in semester/trimester credit hours with full-time enrollment defined as at least 12 semester/trimester credit hours per term.  Quarters may now consist of between 9 and 13 weeks of instruction. Academic progress for quarters must be measured in quarter credit hours with full-time enrollment defined as 12 quarter credit hours per term. As under the prior policy, semesters, trimesters, and quarters may not overlap. 

The following chart compares the prior policy with the revised policy:

	

Term
	Prior Policy
	Revised Policy

	
	Minimum Weeks
	Maximum Weeks
	Minimum Weeks
	Maximum Weeks

	Semester/Trimester
	15
	17
	14
	21

	Quarter
	10
	12
	9
	13



Under the revised policy, terms that are not substantially equal in length can now be considered standard terms, and the number of weeks in any given term may vary from year to year. For example, an institution could offer a two-year program with the first academic year comprised of semesters that are 17 weeks in length, and the second academic year comprised of semesters that are 20 weeks in length.
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Examples

The examples below illustrate programs with various academic calendars and compare the treatment under the prior policy and the revised policy. For information about the Department’s six different Pell Grant formulas, please refer to Chapter 3, Volume 3 of the Federal Student Aid Handbook.


For the purposes of these tables, please use the follow acronyms and common terms:
1. AY 			Academic Year
2. AY1			The first academic year in a student’s course of study 
3. AY2			The second academic year in a student’s course of study 
4. AY3			The third academic year in a student’s course of study 
5. AY4 			The fourth academic year in a student’s course of study 
6. SAY 			Scheduled Academic Year
7. BBAY			Borrower Based Academic Year 
8. SE9W			Substantially equal and at least nine weeks in length
9. Non-SE9W		Not substantially equal and at least nine weeks in length

An explanation of the Scheduled Academic Year (SAY) and Borrower-Based Academic Years (BBAY 1, BBAY 2, and BBAY 3) may be found in Volume 3, Chapter 5 of the Federal Student Aid Handbook using the following link:
https://ifap.ed.gov/fsahandbook/1920FSAHbkVol3.html


	Example 1: Two-year, traditional degree-granting program using semesters

	Fall weeks
	Spring weeks
	Summer weeks
	Full-time equivalent
	AY definition

	15
	17
	10
	12 semester hours
	32 weeks / 
24 semester hours


	Prior Policy
	Revised Policy

	Type of term
	Pell formula
	Direct Loan AY
	Type of term
	Pell formula
	Direct Loan AY

	Standard
	1
	SAY or BBAY1
	No change
	No change
	No change







	Example 2: Two-year, traditional degree-granting program using semesters

	Fall weeks
	Spring weeks
	Summer weeks
	Full-time equivalent
	AY definition

	14
	20
	14
	12 semester hours
	34 weeks / 
24 semester hours


	Prior Policy
	Revised Policy

	Type of term
	Pell formula
	Direct Loan AY
	Type of term
	Pell formula
	Direct Loan AY

	Nonstandard, non-SE9W
	3
	BBAY3
	Standard
	1
	SAY or BBAY1






	Example 3: Four-year, traditional degree-granting program using trimesters

	Fall weeks
	Spring weeks
	Summer weeks
	Full-time equivalent
	AY definition

	14
	14
	14
	12 trimester hours
	30 weeks /
24 trimester hours


	Prior Policy
	Revised Policy

	Type of term
	Pell formula
	Direct Loan AY
	Type of term
	Pell formula
	Direct Loan AY

	Nonstandard, SE9W
	2
	BBAY2[footnoteRef:3] [3:  The program cannot be offered in an SAY calendar because the number of weeks in the fall and spring trimesters (28 weeks) is fewer than the number of weeks in the program’s defined academic year (30 weeks). Therefore, BBAY2 must be used. Because BBAY2 must include at least the number of hours and weeks in the program’s defined academic year, BBAY2 for this program must consist of any three consecutive trimesters. A student would not become eligible for a new annual loan limit until the BBAY2 calendar period has elapsed.] 

	Standard
	No change
	No change









	Example 4: Four-year, traditional degree-granting program using quarters

	Fall weeks
	Winter weeks
	Spring weeks
	Summer weeks
	Full-time equivalent
	AY definition

	13
	9
	11
	9
	12 quarter hours
	33 weeks / 
36 quarter hours


	Prior Policy
	Revised Policy

	Type of term
	Pell formula
	Direct Loan AY
	Type of term
	Pell formula
	Direct Loan AY

	Nonstandard, non-SE9W
	3
	BBAY3
	Standard
	1
	SAY or BBAY1





	Example 5: Four-year, traditional degree-granting program using nonstandard terms

	Enrollment: Students enroll in cohorts and can start in any term

	Fall weeks
	Winter weeks
	Spring weeks
	Summer weeks
	Full-time equivalent
	AY definition

	7
	13
	6
	14
	12 quarter hours
	30 weeks /
36 quarter hours


	Prior Policy
	Revised Policy

	Type of term
	Pell formula
	Direct Loan AY
	Type of term
	Pell formula
	Direct Loan AY

	Nonstandard, non-SE9W
	3
	BBAY3
	No change
	No change
	No change











	Example 6: 42-week certificate program using quarters

	Enrollment: Students enroll in cohorts, can start in any term, and do not take classes in overlapping terms. Program does not have a traditional fall/winter/spring calendar.

	Fall weeks
	Winter weeks
	Spring weeks
	Summer weeks
	Full-time equivalent
	AY definition

	9
	12
	9
	12
	12 quarter hours
	30 weeks / 
36 quarter hours


	Prior Policy
	Revised Policy

	Type of term
	Pell formula
	Direct Loan AY
	Type of term
	Pell formula
	Direct Loan AY

	Nonstandard, non-SE9W
	3
	BBAY3
	Standard
	1
	BBAY2




	Example 7: Four-year, sequential degree-granting program using semesters

	Enrollment: Students enroll in cohorts each fall and do not take classes in overlapping terms.

	AY1 Fall weeks
	AY1 Spring weeks
	AY1 Summer weeks
	Full-time enrollment
	AY definition

	15
	15
	14
	12 semester hours
	30 weeks / 
24 semester hours

	AY2 Fall weeks
	AY2 Spring weeks
	AY2 Summer weeks
	
	

	14
	18
	16
	
	

	AY3 Fall weeks
	AY3 Spring weeks
	AY3 Summer weeks
	
	

	16
	21
	15
	
	

	AY4 Fall weeks
	AY4 Spring weeks
	AY4 Summer weeks
	
	

	15
	15
	18
	
	

	Prior Policy
	Revised Policy

	Type of term
	Pell formula
	Direct Loan AY
	Type of term
	Pell formula
	Direct Loan AY

	Nonstandard, non-SE9W
	3
	BBAY3
	Standard
	1
	SAY or BBAY1



Questions and Answers

[bookmark: _Hlk18497550]Q1	Does existing Department policy on intersessions, modules, clinical periods, and coursework that starts or concludes outside the established start and end dates for a term still apply?

A1	For the most part, yes. The policy being modified in this announcement primarily concerns the minimum and maximum number of weeks in a standard term. However, because standard terms are no longer required to be substantially equal in length, the maximum amount of time by which a single class (or a limited number of classes) may extend beyond the start or end dates of a term is no longer limited to two weeks (see the discussion under A8).

Q2	Is it now permissible for terms to overlap?

A2	No. There is no change to the current policy that a program with terms that overlap must be considered a non-term program for Title IV purposes. 

Q3	Has the treatment of summer terms changed?

A3	No. Institutions may continue to combine summer sessions into a single term, with full-time enrollment defined as at least 12 credit hours. Institutions using semesters may treat summer as a semester for Title IV purposes. If an institution uses an SAY calendar to monitor Direct Loan annual loan limit progression, the summer term may continue to be treated as a header or trailer to the fall-spring SAY. 

Q4 	Under the revised policy, the length of standard terms may be different during each year of a multi-year program. Does this affect the defined academic year for the program?

A4	No. The defined academic year for a program applies to the entire program. It doesn’t change even if the length of standard terms varies from one year to another throughout the course of the program.

Q5  	Does the revised policy have any effect on written arrangements (consortium agreements and contractual arrangements) with other institutions?

A5	No. Coursework taken at a host institution through a written arrangement with the home institution does not have to take place during the exact time frame of the home institution’s academic calendar. This includes written arrangements for study abroad programs.

 	Some institutions have overseas locations where students are taught by the institution’s own faculty. The academic calendar used at an institution’s foreign location does not have to align with its domestic academic calendar. However, the terms used in the academic calendar at the institution’s foreign location must otherwise meet the Department’s revised length requirements for standard terms as described above.

Q6 	May an institution have different academic calendars for different programs?

A6	Yes. Although many institutions use the same academic calendar for most or all of their programs, academic calendars are specific to programs, not the institution. There is no change to the longstanding policy that institutions may have different academic calendars for different programs. This allows flexibility in structuring standard terms to meet individual program needs.

Q7	What is the status of a semester/trimester or quarter containing fewer or more weeks than permitted by this revised policy, e.g., a 22-week semester or an 8-week quarter?

A7	There is no change to the longstanding policy that any term containing fewer or more weeks than the minimum or maximum number of weeks allowed for a standard term must be considered a nonstandard term. The only difference is that the minimum and maximum standards have changed. Therefore, under the revised policy a 22-week semester or an 8-week quarter would have to be considered a nonstandard term. In awarding and disbursing Title IV aid, the institution would have to follow the regulations applicable to nonstandard terms. 

Q8	Does the revised policy have any impact on an institution’s academic calendar if the institution offers a single class that is longer or shorter than the normal length of a standard term, or that begins or ends on a date other than the established start or end date of the term?

A8	No. Consistent with the existing policy, a class that is shorter than the term can be considered a module within the term if it takes place within the term start and end dates. In that case, there would be no impact on the official length of the term.

	In certain circumstances a class that is longer than the normal term or that begins or ends on a date other than the established start or end date of the term could affect the official length of the term or the type of academic calendar that the institution is using.

If the combined length of the normal term and the class that extends beyond the term start or end dates is greater than the maximum number of weeks now permitted for a standard term (i.e., 21 weeks for a semester/trimester or 13 weeks for a quarter), the official length of that term would need to be revised and the institution’s academic calendar would be treated as using nonstandard terms rather than standard terms. 

If the extended class overlaps another term, the institution’s academic calendar would be treated as nonterm.

If the extended class is not a rare or unique circumstance and classes routinely extend a week or more beyond the normal term start or end dates, the institution must revise the official length of the term. Depending on the revised length of the term, this could affect whether the institution’s academic calendar is treated as using standard terms or nonstandard terms.

Q9	Our institution packages Direct Loans using an SAY with a loan period that includes the fall and spring semesters. Loans are disbursed in two equal installments, one at the beginning of each term. Under the revised policy, we plan to have a 21-week fall semester and a 14-week spring semester. This means that our students’ living expenses will be greater during the 21-week fall semester than in the 14-week spring semester. Do we have any flexibility to make a Fall semester Direct Loan disbursement that is larger than the Spring semester disbursement?

A9	All Direct Loans must be disbursed in substantially equal installments, and the revised policy described in this announcement does not change that requirement. If your institution chooses to award Direct Loans in this manner, it would be appropriate to counsel students before the beginning of the academic year about the difference in costs between the two terms and the importance of budgeting for variable costs. 

	Alternatively, you could process two separate Direct Loans, one with a fall-only loan period and one with a spring-only loan period. This would allow you to disburse a larger loan amount during the Fall semester than during the spring semester. However, if you are awarding Direct Subsidized Loans or Direct Unsubsidized Loans, the combined amount of the two loans may not exceed the applicable annual loan limit. 

Q10	Under the revised policy, an institution that defines the academic year for a program as 24 semester hours and 30 weeks of instructional time could now have fall and spring semesters of 14 weeks each, resulting in 28 total weeks of instruction. What are the implications of having such an academic calendar?

A10	Consistent with the existing policy, the institution would be required to calculate Pell Grant awards using either Pell Grant Formula 2 or Pell Grant Formula 3. For Direct Loan purposes, the two 14-week semesters could not constitute an SAY or BBAY, since the number of weeks of instruction in an SAY or BBAY (with the exception of a BBAY1 that contains a summer term) must meet the minimum statutory requirement (i.e., 30 weeks of instruction). In order for its fall and spring semesters to comprise an SAY or BBAY1, the institution would need to modify its calendar to ensure that there are at least 30 weeks of instruction in the fall and spring semesters combined (for example, a 16-week fall semester and a 14-week spring semester).
