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October 13, 2021 
 
 
President Jeffrey D. Armstrong 
California Polytechnic State University 
San Luis Obispo 
One Grand Avenue 
San Luis Obispo, California 93407 
 
Dear President Armstrong: 
 
Many thanks again for your hospitality and Cal Poly’s engagement during my virtual 
campus visit this past spring. One of Cal Poly’s strength has been its comprehensive 
polytechnic mission, which serves the entire state. As I stated last spring, I am excited 
about your future – your capability and capacity to serve more California students. I 
also reflect on something I have heard you state on many occasions: Cal Poly’s Learn 
by Doing – Ready-Day-One experience will not be complete until Cal Poly better 
represents the demographics of California.  
 
I am writing to you today about a topic that arose briefly during my visit: Cal Poly’s 
quarter-system calendar. 
 
I am aware that the last time this issue was raised a few years ago, you were a strong 
advocate for retaining the quarter system. I also know that the Cal Poly community has 
had strong feelings about this issue when it has been raised. If this were an issue that 
only affected your campus, I would be inclined to leave it alone. But because the 
question of Cal Poly’s calendar affects students at other CSU campuses and at 
California’s community colleges, I cannot treat it as a purely local concern. Moreover, 
when this was discussed in 2012, there were six of the 23 campuses on quarter 
calendars. Today, Cal Poly is the only CSU remaining on a quarter calendar. After 
much thought, and after watching the success of the other CSU campuses that have 
recently transitioned from quarters to semesters, I am resolute that the time has come 
for Cal Poly to adopt the semester system. It is my expectation that the transition will 
be implemented by the start of the 2025-26 academic year.  
 
There are three main reasons why Cal Poly using a semester-based calendar will be 
beneficial: 
 

1) Articulation and Equity – Adopting the same calendar as 113 of the 116 
California community colleges will make it easier for students to transfer from 
a community college to Cal Poly, mostly by making articulation of courses 
easier but also creating opportunities for dual enrollment. This presents Cal 
Poly with the opportunity to enhance articulation of courses benefiting transfer 
students.  
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As you know, I am a passionate advocate for making that transition as easy as possible, 
because so many first-generation, low-income, and underrepresented-minority students 
begin their careers at a community college and then transfer to a CSU campus to finish 
their baccalaureate degree. Every barrier we can remove, consistent with providing 
excellent education, means that equitable access to the CSU is improved. 

 
2) Student Success – Students on the quarter system often find that internships or summer 

jobs are established with the expectation that students will be done with school in early to 
mid-May, as opposed to the quarter system’s early to mid-June. This puts some 
opportunities out of reach entirely, or requires awkward workarounds like separate final 
exams, completing the last week or two of classes remotely, and so on. The same is true 
of study-abroad programs offered by other universities (90% of which, in the U.S., use 
semester-based calendars) as well as the CSU’s own fully online courses program. 
Finally, some students find the transition from semester-based high schools or 
community colleges to the quarter system to be very difficult—the quarter system moves 
at a very fast pace. Moving to semesters creates new opportunities for student success. 
 

3) Administrative Efficiency – Under the quarter system, many administrative tasks—such 
as verifying vaccination status, calculating academic progress, completing financial aid 
reporting, hiring and on-boarding part-time faculty, and many others—need to be done 
three times a year rather than twice. Further, efforts to centralize and coordinate shared or 
common administrative tasks among campuses are more difficult and less efficient when 
campuses are on different calendars. As stewards of public funds, and of funds paid by 
our students as tuition and fees, we have a duty to be as efficient and prudent as possible. 

 
As I mentioned the pace of quarters, I want to recognize that your task force report from 2012 
noted two pedagogical benefits of quarters – pace and variety of courses. Both of these benefits 
can be retained following the transformational shift to semesters. Following your shared 
governance processes on campus, there is flexibility for courses to be broken into shorter lengths 
during a given semester. I am aware that your current summer quarter offers courses that are 5, 8 
and 10 weeks long. There are also other universities (e.g., University of Arizona) where this 
practice has demonstrated positive results.  
 
I would also like to address a few possible concerns. As you know, over the past 10 or so years, 
five CSU campuses have successfully transitioned from quarters to semesters: CSU Bakersfield, 
CSU Los Angeles, CSU San Bernardino, CSU East Bay, and your sister campus Cal Poly 
Pomona. Public colleges and universities in Ohio recently undertook a similar change. Their 
experiences have confirmed that although the transition will require work, it is possible to do it 
while taking the interests and concerns of all stakeholders into account. For example, faculty 
would spend the same number of hours in the classroom over the academic year as they do now, 
would have a similar number of minutes of lecture to prepare each week, would probably do less 
grading (two sets of exams rather than three), and would no longer have to spend Spring Break 
frantically preparing for a new term. The staff will work the same number of hours and days as 
they do now, but will in many cases have slightly less work to complete, since there will only be 
two starts and two ends to academic terms during the main academic year. Students would of 
course not be set back in their academic progress, but would have their units converted from 
quarter to semester units and academic departments would be careful in planning programs to 
ensure full coverage of the relevant material. Finally, as was true with the quarter-to-semester 
transitions at the other CSU campuses, the CSU will pay for the vast majority of the direct costs 
to achieve this transition. 
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I understand that this decision may not be immediately popular at Cal Poly. I ask you and the rest 
of the Cal Poly community to adopt the wider perspective on this change that I have laid out 
above. Under the semester calendar, Cal Poly’s students will still receive 30 weeks a year of 
world-class education, and, like students at 90% of U.S. colleges and universities, will be able to 
study the same things they study now. Thus, everyone at Cal Poly will be at least as well off as 
they are now, and probably will be better off under a semester calendar. From my perspective, 
this is a win for everyone—both folks who are at Cal Poly today and those who will find more 
opportunities to enroll and succeed there tomorrow. 
 
As always, I thank you for your support. Sometimes being a leader means making decisions that 
are beneficial but initially unpopular. I appreciate your commitment to Cal Poly, the California 
State University, and the state that we serve. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Joseph I. Castro, Ph.D., M.P.P. 
Chancellor 
 
 
 


