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At the January 27th meeting of the Okanagan Senate, Dr. Jan Cioe asked how the University selects the deadline for student withdrawal from courses within a term.  Dr. Cioe has noted that the current “W” deadline falls before the midpoint of the term, and has proposed moving it to later in the term to allow students to make more informed withdrawal decisions. Dr. Cioe has also asked Senate to consider whether the deadline need be the same for all courses in all programs.

The choice of exact deadline is somewhat arbitrary and there are differences of opinion about the purpose of the withdrawal deadline.  There are both pedagogic and administrative implications related to an early vs. late deadline, and to varying the deadline by campus or course. Below I have provided some background to inform Senate discussion, along with an opinion on the matter.

Current Practice and Recent History

The examples cited below relate to Winter Session Term 1, but the deadlines are analogous for Term 2. The UBC system-wide withdrawal deadline for Term 1 of the 2005/2006 academic year was October 13, 27 business days into a 61-business-day term.

Until 1988, UBC posted one deadline for registration changes in the third week of September. The current two-deadline practice, where the add/drop date (no W) falls two weeks after the start of classes and the final withdrawal date (with W) falls in mid-October was adopted for the first time for the 1988/89 academic year.

Current Practice at Other Institutions

Other G10 Universities tend to post course withdrawal deadlines similar to those at UBC.  The University of Toronto’s 2005/06 deadline, for example, fell 29 business days after the start of classes. McGill University and the University of Alberta posted respective deadlines of 25 and 19 business days after the start of classes.

University Colleges, however, have a tradition of posting much later withdrawal deadlines, ranging from 35 days (at the former OUC) to 40+ days at the University College of the Fraser Valley.

Implications

The academic implications are best explored by Senate or one of its Committees, if there is sufficient interest to do so.  The administrative implications of moving the withdrawal date are significant and include:

1. Business processes and communications with students. There exists the possibility of student, instructor, and advisor confusion, particularly if withdrawal deadlines were to vary by course.

2. Student Information System. Current systems cannot accept withdrawal dates that vary by campus, course, or section. Significant systems development would be necessary to support such a change.

3. Enrolment management and reporting. Having one system-wide withdrawal date, after which the number of withdrawals is minimal, increases the accuracy of enrolment data across units, programs, Faculties, and the entire University system. Senators should be aware that the University reports to the provincial government on enrolment based on snapshots taken on November 1 for Term 1 and March 1 for Term 2.

My opinion, based on registrarial best practice, is that UBC would be best served by retaining one system-wide final withdrawal deadline, wherever in the term the Senates or the Council of Senates determine that it should fall. Should the Senate decide otherwise, however, Enrolment Services will of course support implementation to the best of our ability.
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