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Executive Summary 

The University of British Columbia’s Vancouver campus is one of the only major post-secondary 

institutions in Canada without a Fall Reading Break. October and November have historically seen the 

highest traffic for counselling services, indicating poor mental health among students around the 

midterm period in the first academic term. Implementing a Fall Reading Break, a break in classes of at 

least a few days, would alleviate mental health strains and potentially allow students to visit home when 

support is needed most. The Spring Reading Week in February allows a reprieve for students who may 

be struggling, and a similar break in the first academic term would be equally helpful. 

As UBC has the second-fewest teaching days in Canada, a Fall Reading Break cannot be created for all 

students by removing instructional days. Thus, the examination period in December must be 

shortened. UBC has one of the longest examination periods across Canada, 14 examinable days in a 16-

day period. The national average is around 11-12 examinable days and 12-13 day period, setting a 

precedent for UBC to shorten its examination period to create a Fall Reading Break with the extra 

instructional days gained. If the examination period is shortened in both the first and second academic 

terms of the winter session, it would be possible to have an Extended Holiday Break as well, strongly 

benefitting students and instructors who use that time to travel home and spend time with loved ones 

for the holiday season. 

The Alma Mater Society of UBC conducted a student consultation via a town hall, consultation survey, 

and presentations at student and stakeholder group meetings. This report outlines the results of the 

consultation survey, which attained 6,289 responses. Disseminated to all UBC Vancouver students via 

email and social media, the consultation survey included exam scheduling data from the UBC Senate 

Secretariat Office to illustrate the trade-offs of each examination scheduling reform. Thus, students 

made informed choices to support a Fall Reading Break and Extended Holiday Break and other academic 

scheduling options by ranking each examination scheduling option. 

Overall, there is strong support (81%) for implementing a Fall Reading Break. There is also strong 

support (71%) for an Extended Holiday Break. The majority of faculties also support these changes, 

with the most support for Examination Scheduling Option #1, 14 consecutive examinable days. There is 

also support for beginning the first academic term before Labour Day, but in the month of September 

where applicable (64%), and for shortening the break between the end of classes and beginning of 

exams from three days to two days (51%). 

Given this support, the AMS and Student Senate Caucus of UBC Vancouver call upon the UBC Vancouver 

Senate to implement a Fall Reading Break and Extended Holiday Break for the 2019/2020 and 

2020/2021 academic years by shortening the examination period to 14 consecutive examinable days. 

For these upcoming academic years, a full Fall Reading Week, which is an entire week off of classes in 

the same fashion as the Spring Reading Week, is possible. The AMS and Student Senate Caucus also call 

upon the UBC Vancouver Senate to create a Senate working group to explore the academic scheduling 

options that would make a full Fall Reading Week sustainable for every year. 
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Background 
For years, there have been talks about implementing a Fall Reading Break at UBC and for years that is 

how it has stayed. Much talk, little action. The dire need for a Fall Reading Break at UBC is not a 

controversial opinion, it has been a popular talking point for many student politicians and newspaper 

editors as well as advocated for in letters, campaigns and across campus discourse for years as an idea 

that should already exist. York University has had a Fall Reading Break since 2009, and so have over half 

of the public universities in Ontario since 2013.1 Even at UBCO, an example closer to home, has been 

able to implement a one-day break that is attached to Remembrance Day giving its students an 

extended long weekend.2 Clearly, this is an issue that seems to be already figured out and in place at 

most major Canadian institutions.  

Past AMS reports cite October and November as the months with the highest traffic for counselling 

services. She goes on to say that a “short break in that time would be very beneficial for students”.3 

These sentiments are corroborated by UBC Faculty member, Bill McKee, a psychology professor at the 

University of British Columbia, who states a properly scheduled break could be crucial to relieving stress 

and anxiety amongst students.4 Furthermore, Dr. Michael Krausz, professor of psychiatry states the 

possible benefits of a Fall Reading Break could relieve various academic pressures and provide the 

opportunity to self-structure study time in a self-selected environment.5 Despite these positive reviews 

in favour of a Fall Reading Break, its lack of implementation remains a significant impediment to 

thousands of students whose mental and physical health suffer during the late October and early 

November season and feel as if UBC is not making their wellbeing a priority.  

In 2015, there was a significant push from the AMS for a Fall Reading Break, yielding positive feedback 

from faculty, staff, and students. This idea was put forward to the Senate by their Ad-Hoc Committee on 

Student Mental Health and Well-being. Enrolment Services, Senate’s academic policy committee and the 

ad-hoc committee on Student Mental Health and Well-being teamed up to begin building a fall reading 

break policy for UBC. This team conducted a review of the academic year’s schedule and formulated a 

number of recommendations based on their review. The study report and the scheduling review 

identified various constraints, the main concern revolving around the available number of teaching days. 

Due to the fact that the number of instructional days is determined by policy, having a break would 

require adding more time either at the beginning or end of the Fall term. A difficult decision as each 

option carries along with it its own limitations. 

UBC can now look back at the process and impacts of its choice for guidance on how to create and 

sustain a Fall Reading Break with its main lesson to learn being the need to think long-term. These 

policies are the product of trade-offs with no way to please everyone. Regardless, establishing a Fall 

Reading Break will be a significant step in making UBC more supportive of mental health and will 

promote the wellbeing of its students, staff, and faculty. In no other time than over the last term, 

                                                             
1 https://www.ubyssey.ca/news/why-ubc-still-wont-have-a-fall-reading-break-next-year/ 
2 https://www.ubyssey.ca/news/why-ubc-still-wont-have-a-fall-reading-break-next-year/ 
3 https://www.ubyssey.ca/news/why-ubc-still-wont-have-a-fall-reading-break-next-year/ 
4 https://thethunderbird.ca/2018/11/19/fall-reading-break-wont-solve-problem-of-student-mental-health-expert-
says/ 
5 https://www.ubyssey.ca/news/why-ubc-still-wont-have-a-fall-reading-break-next-year/ 
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through intensive advocacy and consultation by the AMS has the prospect of creating a Fall Reading 

Break for students, staff, and faculty at UBC looked so promising. 

Details of Student Consultation 
Over the semester, the AMS Office of Academic and University Affairs has conducted an extensive 

consultation process with students at UBC to present the facts and options of a potential Fall Reading 

Break at UBC as well as to hear student feedback. 

Last term, the AMS began consultation through the hosting of a town hall in the Nest. The town hall on 

Fall Reading Break reminded students that changing the academic calendar to create a break in the first 

term is complicated and will bring along with it certain limitations, but it certainly is not impossible. This 

event offered an opportunity for the AMS to explain the options associated with the changes needed to 

accommodate a fall reading break and to hear feedback from students. In a presentation made by the 

AMS VP Academic and University Affairs Max Holmes and Senate Academic Policy Committee Chair Dr. 

Paul Harrison, it was made clear that the main option would be to change the current exam schedule in 

some form. Following the presentation there was a Q&A period where students were provided the 

opportunity to ask questions and raise concerns. A recurring concern that arose during the Q&A session 

was whether the break would extend to all programs, especially for engineering student and graduate 

students. Holmes maintained that the goal of a Fall Reading Break was to create a break for all UBC 

students who follow the standard academic schedule. 

From January 10-31, 2019, a greater consultation survey was created for all students, communicating 

the exam scheduling statistics provided by the UBC Vancouver Senate Secretariat Office. The 

fundamental goal of this survey was to ask students if they supported a Fall Reading Break as well as an 

additional Extended Holiday Break knowing the changes that would be necessary. With over 6,000 

respondents who completed the survey, this consultation has well surpassed the engagement of any 

AMS consultation in recent memory and has provided vital information to the AMS on student support 

for a Fall Reading Break and Extended Holiday Break. In terms of substance, this survey provided 

demographic information based on part time or full-time student, undergraduate or graduate student, 

year level, and faculty/school or study. It provided information on three possible exam scheduling 

options allowing students to rank each option out of 5 to indicate preference. Further, it asked students 

if they supported starting before Labour Day but still in September where it was need to facilitate a 

break. Lastly, students were also asked if they support reducing the three-day break between last day of 

classes and first day of exams to two days. 

Presentations to various student constituency councils were also utilized as a mode of student 

consultation which were effective in providing further details to student leaders as well as answer 

questions more specific to each faculty. Presenting directly to various student constituency councils was 

also an effective method in promoting and garnering feedback on the survey. 

Summary of Student Consultation 
The recommendations in this report have been informed by the data collected from the Fall Reading 

Break + Extended Holiday Break Consultation Survey. After filtering out incomplete responses, a total of 

6,289 responses were collected, with the below breakdowns: 
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Demographic Information 
Survey Respondent Breakdown by Degree Enrolment 
 

 Survey Responses 

Full time undergraduate student 5,388 88% 

Part time undergraduate student 95 2% 

Full time graduate student 495 8% 

Part time graduate student 45 1% 

Other 86 1% 

TOTAL: 6,109  100% 

 
 
Survey Respondent Breakdown by Academic Year Level 
 

 

 

Survey Responses 

1 1,273 21% 

2 1,535 25% 

3 1,570 26% 

4 897 15% 

5+ 275 5% 

Other 559 9% 

TOTAL: 6,109 100% 

 
 
Survey Respondent Breakdown by Faculty/School 
 

 
Survey Responses 

Architecture and Landscape Architecture 9 0.1% 

Arts 1,903 31% 

Commerce 548 9% 

Dentistry 21 0.3% 

Education 30 0.5% 

Engineering 659 11% 

Forestry 143 2% 

Graduate and Post-Doctoral Studies 541 9% 

Kinesiology 238 4% 

Land and Food Systems 251 4% 

Law 16 0.3% 

Music 42 1% 

Nursing 14 0.2% 

Other 68 1% 

Pharmaceutical Sciences 82 1% 

Science 1,455 24% 

Social Work 14 0.2% 



 DRAFT – Pending Endorsement 
Pending endorsement and comments by AMS Council and UBC Vancouver Student Senate Caucus 

Page 6 of 20 

Vancouver School of Economics 61 1% 

Vantage 14 0.2% 

TOTAL: 6,109  100% 

 

Survey Results by Academic Year Level 
Average rating of each exam scheduling option (out of 5) by academic year level 

 

Across all academic year levels, exam scheduling option 1 (14 consecutive examinable days) is the most 

popular examination change for first term, with an average rating of 3.63 out of 5, indicating a slight 

positive preference. Exam scheduling option 3 (12 examinable days in a 14-day period) is the least 

popular with an average rating of 2.82 out of 5, indicating slight dissatisfaction. These figures indicate 

support for examination scheduling changes as applicable for first term, but also apply for second term. 

Support for starting academic year before Labour Day by academic year level 

 

The above figure demonstrates the support for beginning the academic year before Labour Day, but 

after September 1st, where Labour Day falls late in the year (i.e. on September 5th, 6th or 7th). By 
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beginning before Labour Day, a few more instructional days can be added to a term that is otherwise 

pressed for time. 

The majority of students are in support of beginning the academic year before Labour Day, but after 

September 1st, regardless of academic year level. 

Support for shortening the pre-exam break by academic year level 

The above figure shows the support for reducing the pre-exam break, the days between the end of 

classes and beginning of exams, from three days to two days. Doing so would allow the exam period to 

end earlier. For all year levels, the majority of respondents support reducing the break, though the 

support is not overwhelming. 

Support for Fall Reading Break by academic year level 

Based on the possible scheduling options and information provided, the vast majority of students are in 

favour of implementing changes to exam scheduling in first term to have a Fall Reading Break, despite 

the increase in exam workload. 
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Support for Extended Holiday Break by academic year level 

 

Based on the possible scheduling options and information provided, the vast majority of students are in 

favour of implementing changes to exam scheduling in second term to have an Extended Holiday Break, 

despite the increase in exam workload. 

Survey Results by Faculty/School 
Average rating of each exam scheduling option (out of 5) by faculty 
 

 Term One Term Two 

 Option 1 Option 2 Option 3 Option 1 Option 2 Option 3 

SALA 3.22 2.44 2.00 3.44 2.56 2.56 

Arts 3.61 3.52 2.95 3.63 3.45 2.87 

Commerce 3.73 3.51 2.83 3.72 3.37 2.74 

Dentistry 3.00 3.71 3.38 3.05 3.86 3.52 

Education 3.27 3.53 3.27 3.30 3.47 3.07 

Engineering 3.57 3.40 2.51 3.51 3.31 2.41 

Forestry 3.69 3.52 2.88 3.60 3.31 2.80 

Graduate and Post-Doctoral Studies 3.36 3.56 3.13 3.37 3.46 3.01 

Kinesiology 3.64 3.74 2.74 3.51 3.31 2.41 

Land and Food Systems 3.54 3.47 2.75 3.52 3.37 2.70 

Law 3.56 3.31 3.13 3.69 3.50 3.19 

Music 3.70 3.63 3.00 3.84 3.42 3.12 

Nursing 3.57 3.64 3.43 3.71 3.57 3.50 

Other 3.42 3.57 3.13 3.14 3.52 3.09 

Pharmaceutical Sciences 3.77 4.01 3.46 3.48 3.61 3.38 

Science 3.75 3.56 2.60 3.69 3.45 2.54 

Social Work 2.80 4.40 3.27 2.93 4.20 3.27 

Vancouver School of Economics 3.87 3.51 2.75 3.68 3.48 2.73 

Vantage 4.07 3.00 3.00 3.86 3.36 2.93 
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As each faculty has different needs and experiences, the average rating of each exam scheduling option 

has also been broken down by faculty. The most popular exam scheduling option for each faculty has 

been highlighted in green. Preferences for exam scheduling in both terms of the winter session have 

been asked separately. 

Exam scheduling option 1 is preferred for first term by 11 faculties, with eight faculties preferring exam 

scheduling option 2. For term two, 13 faculties prefer exam scheduling option 1, and six faculties prefer 

exam scheduling option 2. No faculty would prefer exam scheduling option 3. 

Support for starting academic year before Labour Day by faculty 

 Percentage of respondents 

Faculty 
In favour of beginning the 

academic year before Labour Day 
Against beginning the academic 

year before Labour Day 

SALA 78% 11% 

Arts 63% 24% 

Commerce 61% 27% 

Dentistry 67% 29% 

Education 47% 40% 

Engineering 69% 23% 

Forestry 64% 25% 

Graduate and Post-Doctoral Studies 58% 33% 

Kinesiology 59% 22% 

Land and Food Systems 64% 22% 

Law 75% 25% 

Music 65% 23% 

Nursing 50% 43% 

Other 49% 36% 

Pharmaceutical Sciences 67% 23% 

Science 67% 22% 

Social Work 53% 33% 

Vancouver School of Economics 76% 19% 

Vantage 43% 43% 

There is also support from most faculties for beginning the first term before Labour Day, but after 

September 1st where necessary. The faculties whose students are not in absolute favour of this option 

have been indicated in red. No faculties are absolutely against this scheduling option. It should be noted 

that a small percentage of students indicated that they would be unsure of supporting the option, 

without explicitly feeling negatively towards it – thus, there is no faculty where the majority of 

respondents are against the option. 

Support for shortening the pre-exam break by faculty 

 Percentage of respondents 

Faculty 
In favour of shortening the exam 

break to two days 
Against shortening the exam 

break to two days 

SALA 33% 56% 

Arts 57% 32% 

Commerce 53% 37% 
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Dentistry 33% 52% 

Education 73% 20% 

Engineering 44% 46% 

Forestry 58% 29% 

Graduate and Post-Doctoral Studies 64% 27% 

Kinesiology 52% 36% 

Land and Food Systems 58% 29% 

Law 44% 44% 

Music 58% 26% 

Nursing 36% 64% 

Other 64% 29% 

Pharmaceutical Sciences 32% 62% 

Science 42% 49% 

Social Work 40% 53% 

Vancouver School of Economics 43% 46% 

Vantage 50% 36% 

 

There is not overwhelming support for reducing the length of the break between the end of classes and 

beginning of exams from three days to two days. The absolute majority of respondents from five 

faculties are not in favour of this option (indicated in green), and another four faculties do not have 

absolute support from its respondents (indicated in red). 

Support for Fall Reading Break and Extended Holiday Break by faculty 

 Support for FRB Support for EHB 

Faculty In favour Against In favour Against 

SALA 44% 44% 44% 33% 

Arts 83% 10% 77% 12% 

Commerce 82% 11% 72% 15% 

Dentistry 76% 10% 62% 10% 

Education 80% 3% 73% 13% 

Engineering 75% 17% 63% 23% 

Forestry 83% 8% 77% 14% 

Graduate and Post-Doctoral Studies 77% 12% 74% 15% 

Kinesiology 84% 7% 73% 14% 

Land and Food Systems 79% 13% 71% 19% 

Law 75% 19% 81% 13% 

Music 79% 16% 73% 14% 

Nursing 100% 0% 64% 14% 

Other 71% 12% 68% 16% 

Pharmaceutical Sciences 90% 7% 59% 23% 

Science 81% 12% 66% 19% 

Social Work 93% 7% 67% 13% 

Vancouver School of Economics 81% 13% 67% 21% 

Vantage 57% 29% 79% 14% 
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The majority of faculties are strongly supportive of implementing both a Fall Reading Break and 

Extended Holiday Break by changing the exam schedule. Only one faculty does not have an absolute 

majority of respondents in favour of a Fall Reading Break or Extended Holiday Break (indicated in red), 

but the percentage of respondents against a Fall Reading Break and Extended Holiday Break is also not 

an absolute majority. 

AMS and Student Senate Caucus Recommendation 
In light of the student consultation data above, the AMS and Student Senate Caucus endorse a 14-day 

exam period with 14 examinable days for the 2019/2020 academic year, to create a Fall Reading Break 

and Extended Holiday Break. As Labour Day falls relatively early during this academic year, a full Fall 

Reading Week is possible for the 2019/2020 academic year. Given that continued work must be 

conducted to allow for a sustainable way to permanently implement a full Fall Reading Week, the AMS 

and Student Senate Caucus also endorse a pilot of implementing a full Fall Reading Week for the 

2019/2020 and 2020/2021 academic years 

Appendix A details the changes that could be made to allow for a full Fall Reading Week for the next 

seven academic years while maintaining a three-year running average of 62 teaching days. For most 

years, a 12-day exam period must be implemented to allow for a Fall Reading Week. It is important to 

note that neither the AMS nor Student Caucus endorse any proposals beyond the 2019/2020 and 

2020/2021 academic years. 

As only the data pertaining to the three exam scheduling options were provided by the UBC Vancouver 

Senate Secretariat Office, a consultation on shortening the exam period to 12 days or any other 

potential models could not be conducted. Thus, once that information is made available, another 

consultation on the consequences surrounding a 12-day exam period must be conducted. The AMS and 

Student Senate Caucus call for a UBC Vancouver Senate Fall Reading Week Working Group to be 

formed, meeting from its creation until final report and recommendations are sent to the UBC 

Vancouver Senate to review the sustainability of a Fall Reading Week in future years.  

In order for a 12-day exam period or any other potential models to be possible, the Fall Reading Week 

Working Group must explore potential changes including: 

 A maximum exam length of two hours, to allow for five exams to be scheduled per day 

 Scheduling exams in the order that classes are scheduled 

 Limiting the total percentage a Final exam can count for 

 Finding more available spaces (including off-campus) for Exams to be held 

Timeline 
In order to implement a Fall Reading Break, or Fall Reading Week, for the 2019/2020 academic year, the 

UBC Vancouver Senate Academic Policy Committee must recommend an amendment to the UBC 

Vancouver Academic Calendar before the end of this academic term. 

Once the amendment to the academic calendar is made, and finalized, for 2019/2020, a working group 

ought to be formed by the Senate to review the possibilities for a sustainable Fall Reading Break over 

the term of the 2 year pilot. During that time, another consultation with students and key stakeholders 
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must be conducted. This will allow for sufficient time to draft exam scheduling options for UBC 

Vancouver Senate Academic Policy Committee’s review before February 2021. 
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Appendix A: Proposed UBC Academic Schedules 
The following show the proposed UBC academic schedules for the first terms of the next seven years, 

allowing for a Fall Reading Week. This entails four days off of classes, appended to the October 

Thanksgiving holiday, to allow for a full week (similar to the Spring Reading Week in February). In some 

years, this requires beginning classes before Labour Day, shortening the break between the end of 

classes and beginning of exams from three days to two days, and shortening the exam period to 12 days. 

Legend 

Boxed in pink  indicates Imagine Day (no classes) 

Boxed in green  indicates the first day of class for the academic term 

 Boxed in red  indicates the last day of class for the academic term 

Highlighted in orange indicates the proposed Fall Reading Week 

Highlighted in purple indicates the break between the last day of classes and first day of exams 

Highlighted in blue indicates the exam period. 

Term One 2019 (62 teaching days; 14-day exam period) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ALTERNATE Term One 2019 (62 teaching days; 14-day exam period) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Term One 2020 (62 teaching days; 14-day exam period) 
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ALTERNATE Term One 2020 (62 teaching days; 12-day exam period) 

 

 

 

 

 

Term One 2021 (62 teaching days; 12-day exam period) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Term One 2022 (62 teaching days; 12-day exam break) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ALTERNATE Term One 2022 (61 teaching days; 12-day exam break) 
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Term One 2023 (62 teaching days; 12-day exam period) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Term One 2024 (62 teaching days; 12-day exam period) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Term One 2025 (62 teaching days; 12-day exam period) 
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Appendix B: Consultation Survey Questions 
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