
Examining Assumptions about Scheduling Policies – 

Subgroup Report 

Members:   Paul Pacheco (chair), Rob Doggett, Justin Behrend, Lori Bernard, Ganie DeHart, 

Melissa Dussault, and Del Brown 

 Charge:   Examine assumptions about scheduling policies in relation to students’ needs. 

The current assumption is that we need to make a change in our instructional space 

scheduling policies and guidelines to accommodate our students' needs for more course 

scheduling options.  The first task of this group is to determine to what degree the need exists.  

Similarly, on page 2 of the ISTF 2018 report under the heading of Additional Information to 

secure and understand before the potential policies, guidelines, and procedure changes can 

be implemented, the report asked: "To what extent is current course scheduling practices having 

a negative impact on timely degree progression and completion?"  This question is intrinsically 

related to the first task, but specifically addressing this question will also be a task of this group. 

Methods: 

The group decided that the best approach to accomplishing our charge was to discover 

whether evidence exists to address the assumptions about student needs and negative impact on 

timely degree progression.   To accomplish this task we split the campus stakeholders/offices 

where the evidence might be found between the group members.   Paul Pacheco spoke with Julie 

Rao in Instructional Research and Laurie Fox in CIT.   Justin Behrend spoke with Celia Easton 

in the Dean’s Office.   Lori Bernard spoke with Kimberly Willis in the Records Office.  Rob 

Doggett spoke to Costas Solomou in Admissions and conducted a Google poll of Department 

Chairs.   Ganie Dehart, Melissa Dussault, and Del Brown were each assigned to look for 

evidence in their schools/departments, since Psychology, Education, and Business are three of 

the four biggest programs on campus.  

Results: 

What follows are the combined responses from the members of our group, who were 

each asked to write a summary of their findings.   The big take away from our subgroup efforts is 

that little if any evidence exists on campus to support the assumption that students’ needs are ill-

served by current scheduling policy.   Likewise, there is no direct evidence that current 

scheduling policies are having a negative impact on timely degree progression and completion.   

Twenty plus years of data on graduation rates from IR indicate that Geneseo has a stable four-

year graduation rate that hovers around 70% and a stable five-year graduation rate that hovers 

around 80%.   The six-year graduation rate typically rises no more than an additional one 



percent, meaning that the vast majority (i.e. 4 out of 5) Geneseo students graduate within five 

years, a figure which is well above national averages.  Thus, while the effects of scheduling 

policies could not be teased out of available data, the overall impression is that whatever we are 

doing, it leads to students who achieve timely degree progression and completion.  

     IR director, Julie Rao, did provide some sparse evidence from the senior exit survey, 

although a specific question addressing unmet student needs is not asked. These data suggest that 

there are a few instances where students complained about scheduling and registration; however, 

the overwhelming number of complaints are about the registration process, and in particular the 

limited number of sections available.   The full survey results are attached here: 

(CohortGradRates and SOS data.xlsx).   Survey data from the School of Education support the 

survey data from IR.   The primary angst from students is about the availability of course 

sections, not when the classes are offered.  The relevant survey results from Education are 

attached here: (School of Ed data.docx).  

Laurie Fox from CIT indicated that there are few specific instances of students 

complaining about scheduling on the Twitter feeds that she monitors.  She produced tweets for 

two cases where courses that were required for a student to graduate overlapped with another 

course that the student needed to graduate.  The two cases were both from spring 2018.  Laurie 

did mention, however, that many more tweets are complaining about the registration process 

itself, as opposed to specifically complaining about scheduling policies.  In particular, 

registration tweets are dominated by complaints about limited seats (i.e. courses are full) in 

courses the students want to register for at that particular moment.   

Dean Celia Easton did not provide data that specifically addressed the assumptions, but 

she did offer the following comments: 

Our students experience significant setbacks with our scheduling policies for a couple of 

reasons.  First, there is not enough difference in days and times for key courses.  I was 

looking at (a particular) 201, for example — all sections are MWF (or one online).  I 

have had education majors in the past who couldn’t get into their concentration classes 

because of conflicts with their blocks.  I’ve asked Melanie Blood and Kimberley Willis to 

sit down with me early in the spring (after the first version of the Master Schedule is 

built) to try to catch some of these problems and ask chairs to spread out courses or find 

alternative times when there are conflicts across campus. 

The other area that we hear from students about is our “delay open” seat practice.  At this 

point, this is a necessary practice.  Our seniors will hog FY courses they don’t need, and 

1st and 2nd year students can’t get them.  I’m hopeful that when we are able to tap into 

EAB Navigator data, we will be better informed about how many seats to set aside for 

new students or foundational courses to offer.  We are constantly working from “strong 

guesses” based on past practice.  This will not be “out of the box” data, but we’ll work on 

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1HW3ZHQa-qtA1Hk9MkAApsXQebj3izlel/edit#gid=2141318311
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1HNEUD2cY8F0McwDn36I0bSHT9R_Sb5oX/edit


getting to the point where chairs will have better planning information…. I realize this is 

less about “space” than “practice,” but they really can’t be separated in scheduling 

decisions. 

Three questions were posed to Kim Willis, the Registrar:    1. Has your office received 

any student complaints about current scheduling practices (this does not include registration 

slots)?  2.  Has your office heard about any students not being able to graduate on time due to 

scheduling conflicts (days, times, sections all at the same time, non-block, etc.)?  3. Are there 

any other "space"/scheduling issues that you might think are relevant?  Neither the Registrar, nor 

her staff (which includes students), have heard about any problems related to questions 1 or 2.  

The only issue that she has heard about are student complaints about not being able to get into a 

course that they need because it's full OR it is not offered every term and they have to wait a 

year.  With regards to question 3, the only issue that she knew about was from Steve 

Almekinder, who stated that departments don't stick to the policy regarding first scheduling 

rights and he didn't feel like he was empowered to tell them no.   Ultimately, all of this 

information is anecdotal. 

      Costas Solomou, Vice President for Enrollment Management, was asked about any data 

his office might have on student scheduling. Specifically, we asked him for data on: 1) students 

who withdrew their enrollment at Geneseo because they were not able to register for the classes 

that they believed they needed in their first semester and 2) students who enrolled at Geneseo but 

notified Admissions that they were not able to register for the classes that they believed they 

needed in their first semester.    Costas indicated that his office does not have any data on these 

two questions, but that he is working on more expansive data collection that could potentially 

yield answers in the future. He did mention that he has met with “a handful of current transfer 

students that have expressed frustrations around course registration and the lack of courses 

available, which may explain the declining yield of admitted transfer students enrolling at 

Geneseo.” 

Ganie DeHart, former chair, reports having never encountered a Psychology student who 

couldn't graduate in four years because of scheduling conflicts, although the situation may be 

different in other departments, especially those that have more highly structured majors.   

Students not being able to graduate on time because required classes are scheduled opposite each 

other doesn't seem to be an actual issue in her department, perhaps because they have multiple 

sections of every required class, spread out over multiple time slots. A much larger problem is 

that they do not have enough faculty members to be able to offer as many sections of required 

classes as needed to meet the demand.   Other problems with current course scheduling practices 

for the Psychology Department are: (1) not enough first-scheduling-rights rooms (the number 

went down with the move to Bailey, while the number of sections has increased); (2) mismatch 

between departments like Psychology that offer MWF classes and departments that offer MW, 

WF, or MF classes, occupying multiple MWF time blocks and reducing the number of rooms 



available on MWF; and (3) holding onto (or getting back into) Newton lecture halls when a 

faculty member goes on sabbatical.   

The School of Business likewise has no evidence that current scheduling policies are not 

meeting students’ needs or affecting timely degree progression or graduation.   However, they do 

have some issues with current scheduling policies.  These issues are:  (1) Inadequate first 

scheduling right room calculations. (2) The assumption that what you did the previous semester 

is adequate for the upcoming semester is a complete miscalculation. (3) Large lecture rooms are 

a problem in particular. If you have a lecture hall and give it up for a semester (sabbatical, rehire, 

etc.), you lose it for good. This is an unfair policy in that sometimes departments schedule small 

classes in it for a semester just to hang on to the room, when someone else may have a bigger 

need that semester.  (4) Maximum number of sections in a time block vs total sections offered vs 

first scheduling right rooms makes no mathematical sense. 

          Finally, the survey for department chairs asked them to respond to the following 

questions: 

Question 1: When it comes to first scheduling rights, how do you feel about the number of rooms 

that your department has been assigned? 

Question 2: Are you currently having problems finding enough classroom space for your 

scheduled courses? If so, please explain.  

Question 3: When it comes to room usage, are there any specific inefficiencies that you have 

noticed? 

Question 4: In your work with students, do you have the sense that scheduling policies are 

negatively impacting student success and / or their progress toward graduation? If so, please 

explain. 

Question 5: Do you have any specific recommendations to improve our current scheduling 

policies? 

    Of the 21 department chairs surveyed, 18 responded.    The full survey results can be 

found here: (Instructional Space Usage Survey for Department Chairs). 

In response to question one, 67% of chairs felt that they had been assigned about the right 

number of rooms. The other 33% of chairs felt that they had been assigned too few rooms.  Thus, 

space requirements are being met for two-thirds of the departments, while the other third feels 

stressed. 

In response to question two, most department chairs noted that they have not encountered 

serious problems finding enough classroom space, although some did mention that the classroom 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1yEqfs59JaDgILhsmwNXeP41imUJO4LrOsdQ5WdG__xA/edit
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1yEqfs59JaDgILhsmwNXeP41imUJO4LrOsdQ5WdG__xA


spaces they use (e.g., in communication and musical theatre) are often not ideally suited for the 

pedagogical goals of the professor to meet the learning outcomes of the course. When 

department chairs did express concerns about classroom space they were usually talking about 

larger, lecture-based courses. Several chairs mentioned that there is a significant mismatch 

between the number of high-enrollment courses that they need to offer and the number of large, 

lecture-hall rooms they’ve been assigned. Biology, for example, used to have rights of first 

refusal for four large lecture rooms (ISC136 and ISC137, Fraser 202A, and Schrader 1), but as of 

this fall they have no first rights to any lecture classrooms. Another chair explained, “We offer 

40-student sections for most of our courses, but we only have first scheduling rights to two 

rooms that can accommodate 40 students. Because space is so limited, we have been forced to 

offer sections with 30-33 students instead of 40 students. With a very high fill rate, we are not 

helping as many students as we could.” 

The responses to question three tended to fall into two groups. The first group included 

department-specific concerns: a scarcity of rooms that can accommodate 40 students near the 

science building; the fact that the music department does not have access to the Black Box 

Theatre or to the laundry facility (for costumes) in Brodie; and situations where instructors 

cannot easily do group / collaborative work because of heavy tables / desks that are difficult to 

move. The second group included structural concerns: the common (though perhaps 

misinformed) belief that scheduling 2-day per week classes creates inefficiencies because rooms 

are not being used on Fridays; a concern that the all-college hour cuts out a prime scheduling 

time (and thus should be moved to Friday at 2:30); and the sense that 4-credit courses and 3-

credit courses should not be offered in the same classrooms. 

       In general, chairs responded to question four by asserting that they did not have the sense 

that scheduling policies are negatively impacting student success and / or progress toward 

graduation. There were, however, some broader concerns that limited classroom space pushes 

students into courses (especially electives) that they do not prefer and, in the case of larger, 

lecture-hall courses, creates limited options for students to fulfill general education / major 

requirements. 

 Chairs had a number of different responses to question five. Here is a general summary 

that brings together duplicate answers: 

● Reserve certain classrooms exclusively for 4-credit courses. 

● Give chairs “real time” access to a list of available rooms when putting together 

schedules; this might allow for chairs to “swap” rooms to better fit department needs. 

● Instead of allotting rooms to departments, allocate specific teaching slots (which are 

based on predetermined criteria, such as room size, tech, pedagogical needs). The goal is 

to increase efficiency by matching classrooms to specific teaching needs. 



● Create a more transparent and more nuanced policy for allocating rooms to individual 

departments. This would include rotating rooms, which are not allocated to specific 

departments, so that “squatter’s rights” are not the default and making sure that enough 

lecture-size classrooms are available throughout the day. 

●  Eliminate M/W, M/F, and W/F classes on the assumption that a regular MWF schedule 

will create more efficiencies. This suggestion was from sciences, where this model is 

more common, while most social science and humanities departments prefer the two-day 

a week model, and use these three combinations to spread their schedules. 

● Perhaps list courses initially as TBA so that students do not flock to particular instructors.  

 Discussion: 

 The lack of evidence to support the assumptions, when coupled with the evidence that 

timely degree progression and completion are unchanged over a long period, suggest that current 

scheduling practices may not need drastic changes.  In general, departments are successful in 

finding spaces for their classes, even though sometimes there may be mismatches between the 

particular classroom and pedagogical requirements.   The department chair survey results, 

showing 67% of the departments are not stressed for space, supports this conclusion.  Yet, 

current scheduling practices are far from perfect, and there is significant room for improvement.    

One of the issues the Task Force faced coming into the semester was how to increase the 

overall classroom utilization rate, based on the results of a study done for the 2018 ITSF Report, 

which suggested campus classroom space is underutilized.   While in general this finding is true, 

the methods used in the study tended to overestimate this underutilization; and in some cases by 

a lot.  This overestimation was caused by using a  45 hour work week for the divisor (notably 

something SUNY did too when analyzing classroom spaces for the Sturges rehab), when a 42 

hour work week more accurately captures utilization.  The reasons for using a 42 hour work 

week to calculate utilization rates is the fact that classes really start at 8:30 A.M. instead of 8:00, 

and all-college hour and between class breaks were not accounted for in the calculation.  

Furthermore, the times when classrooms can’t be used because of block issues were also not 

accounted for in the calculations.  For example, a Monday-Wednesday 10:00-11:15 class, takes 

that room out of usage on Fridays at 10:00-11:15 as well (and on MWF at 9:30-10:20 and 10:30-

11:20).   Looking at the large classrooms (i.e., those with capacity over 75 students) in Newton 

during Spring 2018, which the 2018 ITSF Report noted are in high demand,  the report 

documents a 58.9% utilization rate.  When taking into account the factors listed above, the 

utilization rate rises to 81.3%.   Thus, we are still underutilized, but perhaps by a lot less than we 

think.  However, looking at actual per classroom utilization shows inefficiencies which appear to 

be caused by mixing M-W, W-F, and M-F sections into classrooms that also use M-W-F options.  

Likewise, allowing 3 and 4 credit courses to utilize the same classrooms also seems to produce 

inefficiencies.    



As noted in the department chair survey, some science department chairs (in the survey 

Biology and Physics), would like to see a move towards M-W-F courses as a solution to our 

problems.  While this approach may work in the sciences and math, most social sciences and 

humanities departments on campus utilize a two day a week course schedule.   Since the number 

of Tuesday-Thursday classroom slots available could not accommodate all two day a week 

sections on campus, converting all  M-W, W-F, and M-F sections into M-W-F sections    would 

cause an  uproar on this campus.  However,  a January 2018 study by Hanover Research, entitled 

Best Practices in Course Scheduling, found that students in three-days-per-week sections were 

significantly less successful, while courses that are scheduled twice per week appear to be most 

consistently associated with positive student outcomes (a copy of the full report can be found 

here: (Hanover Research - Best Practices in Course Scheduling.pdf).  Thus best practice supports 

keeping the current model of allowing M-W, W-F, and M-F sections to spread the schedule, 

although we also need to do a better job of matching courses in particular classrooms to 

maximize space utilization. 

Another issue is that first scheduling rights, based on assigned classrooms, are a problem 

in several departments because the formula to calculate how many assigned rooms each 

department should have is outdated.  This accounts for the 33% of the departments who have 

issues.  In particular, Biology, Business, Communications, and Psychology are stressed for 

classrooms, all of which have grown significantly and/or serve large numbers of students.   Art 

History also reported this problem, but is the smallest department on campus, while Theatre does 

too, but has special problems all of its own.  Notably the 2018 ITSF Report proposed a new 

method for calculating assigned rooms, but it was not adopted and has many critics, even within 

the committee.  A solution to this problem is paramount.  

  Finally, there is an issue caused by what the committee has come to call the practice of 

“squatter’s rights”.   Following current practice, once a department gets hold of a classroom 

space that they like, they will continue to schedule classes there so as not to lose it.  However, if 

the classroom opened up because a faculty member who teaches a big section goes on leave, for 

example, when they return, their classroom has been “nabbed” by another department, creating 

real headaches.    

 

Recommendations:  

We offer the following recommendations to address at least some of the current issues 

with scheduling policies.  Unfortunately, we don’t have answers for all of the issues, but we feel 

that these few changes would improve current scheduling practice. 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=17AiZlUd6VY1mOXjMoSGq5BECruhLjDk2


1)  Reserve certain classrooms exclusively for 4-credit courses while pairing departments that 

offer 4-credit courses together; likewise, pair departments that offer 3-credit courses together in 

classrooms.  This practice should significantly maximize classroom space utilization. 

2)  Give chairs “real time” access to a list of available rooms when putting together schedules; 

this might allow for chairs to “swap” rooms to better fit department needs. 

3)  Empower the Dean, Assistant Provost for Curriculum, the Registrar, and whomever we get to 

replace Steve Almekinder’s role, to return schedules to departments which are not appropriately 

spread across the week and during available times.  The purpose of this approach would not be to 

promote wholesale rearrangement of schedules, but to avoid issues like the ones Celia Easton 

points out above, where a department has scheduled all sections of a course in the same or 

similar time-slots.  There is also the potential to create more equity on campus with this change, 

as there is evidence that some departments avoid certain days (like Fridays), because professors 

do not want to be on campus. 

4)  Have all Intd 105 sections (and maybe Hum) scheduled by one person rather than by all the 

different department chairs. 

5)  Eliminate the practice of squatters rights for all classrooms that are not assigned to 

departments.  We should be striving to match courses to the appropriate classroom spaces, rather 

than “squatting” in spaces that we have wiggled our way into.  

  

  

   

  

 


