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Challenges in the world of higher education continue, especially at the leadership
level.

Our Þrst article in this issueÑÒFrom Chief Executive to Living LogoÓÑ
addresses the role of the president in marketing colleges and universities.  When
veteran Review writer Miriam Karmel Þrst began interviewing presidents, many
rankled at the notion that they were marketers.  Upon further probing however,
several did admit that indeed, they were selling their institutionÕs approach to
education to those who endorse (donors) or consume (students) it.  But marketing
doesnÕt end with calls upon donors; presidents must also market internally,
according to Dr. Stephen J. Trachtenberg, president of The George Washington
University (Washington, D.C.):  ÒNow, increasingly, they [presidents] are expected
to be Janus-faced, looking out and looking in at the same time.Ó

One of the most daunting of presidential duties is managing institutional
Þnances.  An interview with Naomi Richman, senior vice president and manager of
MoodyÕs Higher Education and Not-for-ProÞts Team, illuminates both the analysis
behind MoodyÕs bond ratings as well as the economic health of todayÕs higher
education sector.

The forecast in admission ofÞces across the country is for more innovation in
candidate selection.  With so many sky-high GPAs and test scores, admission ofÞcers
are digging further into the dossiers of candidates to assess ÒÞt.Ó  ÒThe Match
Game,Ó written by Þrst-time Review writer Suzanne Richards, takes a look at an
emerging trend of using alternative criteria for selection, even recommendations
from parents and friends. 

This issue of The Lawlor Review marks a passage.  In my 1992 inaugural issue
letter, we laid out the plan:  ÒThe Lawlor Review was borne of a desire to provide an
objective, thoughtful forum for exploring timely issues in this developing and
important discipline [education marketing].Ó  For more than a decade, we have
brought you timely and thoughtful articles on issues of great import to enrollment
managers and education leaders.  We have published in-depth interviews with some
of our nationÕs greatest thought leaders.  We have, in short, made The Lawlor Review
a one-of-a-kind forum for education marketing.  After 11 years as editor, I am
traveling back to my roots and will become the dean of admissions and Þnancial aid
at Kenyon College in Gambier, Ohio.  I canÕt begin to name all the wonderful people
IÕve met in my role as editor of the Review and as editorial director for The Lawlor
Group.  All of youÑand you know who you areÑthanks for your time, insights and
guidance.  Alas, all good things must come to an end.  However, I am pleased to
announce that Miriam Karmel will become the Review’s new editor.  Miriam earned a
graduate degree in journalism from the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill,
and her inspiring work has appeared in these pages as well as in many national
publications.  She knows higher education and has proven over her many years of
association with theReview that she provides great writing of real substance.  I place
the keys in her very able hands.

All the best,

Jennifer Delahunty Britz
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When Dr. Robert Bottoms
doesnÕt feel like talking

with the chatty person next to him
on an airplane, he wonÕt let on that
heÕs a college president.  ÒI tell
them IÕm in sales, and they shut
up,Ó he jokes. ÒBecause they donÕt
want to be sold anything.Ó 

Yet Bottoms, who is president
of DePauw University (Greencastle,
Ind.), knows something that his
unsuspecting fellow traveler does
not: college presidents are in sales.
ÒWeÕre selling students on choosing
our institution when they have a lot
of choices. WeÕre selling donors on
putting their resources here when
they can put them someplace else.Ó
Indeed, under BottomsÕ 17-year watch,
DePauwÕs endowment has grown and
the admissions proÞle has improved
dramatically.  If that isnÕt sales, or
marketing, as some would prefer to call
it, what is?  The marketing goals are
straightforward: raising money and
attracting the best students and faculty.
A successful president does both, by
leading the effort to build name
recognition and deÞning institutional
distinctions.

Bottoms is entirely unapologetic
about this aspect of his job. ÒWeÕve
done our best to develop the very best
product we can,Ó he says. ÒIf nobody
buys it, we go out of business.Ó 

Stephen J. Trachtenberg, president
of The George Washington University
(Washington, D.C.) since 1988, agrees
with Bottoms.  ÒThe president has to
speak out.  If you do a good job and
donÕt tell anybody, itÕs less persuasive
than if you do a good job and people
Þnd out about it.Ó

In todayÕs highly competitive
environment, people need to find
out.  And the president is the
person most responsible for
making sure that happens.  The
president has been described as
everything from the living logo 
to the gardener planting the 
seeds, from the chief fundraiser 
to the most talented storyteller.
Call the president what you 
will, a successful leader will use
this highly symbolic office to
promote the school so it rises
above the buzz in a very noisy
marketplace.  Those who are not

outgoing or donÕt have the ability 
to serve competing constituencies
need not apply.  Oh, and they must
have good health and stamina and 
a willingness to be on call 24/7.  
As Shelley Storbeck, a presidential
executive search consultant, puts it:
ÒYou live where you work.  When 
you decide to go to DunkinÕ Donuts
at 10 at night, youÕd better be
prepared to see students.  ItÕs a
relentless life.Ó
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Some college and university presidents wince when they hear the word

“marketing.”  Others embrace the practice and understand its essence.  

What are the varied roles presidents take in their institution’s 

marketing efforts?  Is there a correlation between presidential 

marketing savvy and institutional success?  And what value does 

the president’s personal “brand” add to an institution’s brand?  

FROM CHIEF EXECUTIVE
TO LIVING LOGO

C o l l e g e  P r e s i d e n t s  M a r k e t  H i g h e r  E d u c a t i o n
by Miriam Karmel
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Hail to the Chief É
Marketer

Once upon a time, says David
McInally, secretary of Allegheny
College (Meadville, Pa.), the college
president was the chief intellectual.
ÒNow the president has to be that
and much more,Ó he says.  A
president still must respect his 
or her role as the head of an
intellectual enterprise or risk
losing credibility.  At the same
time, he or she canÕt succeed
without business skills.  ÒItÕs a
tough job,Ó attests McInally.

Trachtenberg agrees.
Historically, presidents were seen
as largely looking inward.  ÒNow,
increasingly, they are expected to
be Janus-faced, looking out and looking
in at the same time.Ó  The shift came at
the end of World War II, and continues
to crescendo, he says, coinciding with
escalating expenses.  Some faculty, 
for example, are now paid salaries
commensurate with other professions.
Other expenses have risen, too.  Schools
need laptops, computer labs and
facilities that were never dreamed of in
the past.  All of that costs money, which
the president has to Þnd, by searching
out benefactors, new students and other
opportunities. ÒThe old concept of a
professor on one end of a log and a
student on the other end of a log, and
the two of them having a wonderful
experience is no longer valid,Ó
Trachtenberg says.  

Institutions reach a certain size and
have to keep the students coming in,
McInally acknowledges.  ÒAnd [all
colleges] always want to pay the faculty
more and have a nicer science building
than the college down the street.  And
that means marketing.Ó  But marketing 
can backÞre, he says.  ÒMarketing has
become so ubiquitous that some public
trust has eroded.  Prospective students
may say, ÔI donÕt believe any of that.Õ

The public is much more skeptical and
treating higher education more as a
commodity than was the case a decade
ago,Ó he says.  ÒFew things are more
important than a president who
understands that [shift].Ó

Bottoms understands that it is 
the president who must guard the
institutionÕs virtue and reputation
from too much spin.  ÒThe essence 
of the presidentÕs role in marketing 
is to protect the integrity of the
institution,Ó he says.  Let others worry
about the type size or font, he says.
His concern is that the material
matches reality. ÒIÕve been the [one
saying] ÔLetÕs just be sure our messages
are authentic.ÕÓ  Bottoms offers a
specific example: ÒLook through our
materials,Ó he says.  ÒThere are a lot 
of minority faces.  They are real.  We
didnÕt rent those students and faculty.Ó

More importantly, those pictures
represent something essential about the
school: DePauw takes diversity
seriously.  When Bottoms arrived on
campus 17 years ago, the student body
was 3 percent minority and had one
African-American employee.  Today,
those numbers are 15 percent and 30,
respectively.  While Bottoms doesnÕt
take credit for the change, he knows
that he played a critical role.  ÒI put it
on the agenda.  I pushed the faculty.
We made resources available for
programs in admissions.  But thatÕs all I

could do,Ó he says, regarding the push
for diversity.  The hard work was done
by others.

But his work isnÕt done.  Now 
he has to get the message about
multiculturalism, among other

messages, out to the general
public in order to distinguish
DePauw from competing
institutions.  ÒItÕs the presidentÕs
responsibility to be sure it [the
college] is what it says it is,Ó 
he says.  

Communicating Passion
The president plays a critical

role in marketing the institution,
says Storbeck, who is vice
president and managing director

at A.T. Kearney Executive SearchÕs
Education Practice (Alexandria, Va.).
The president helps establish the
message, delivers it and makes sure that
everybody else 
tries to stick to the script.  ÒBut 
the president doesnÕt make up the
message,Ó she says.  ÒThe president 
canÕt turn Smith into Amherst.  The
president has to appreciate whatÕs
unique to Smith and get out there and
deliver the message to both external 
and internal constituencies.Ó

McInally, who has worn many hats
during his 17 years at Allegheny,
including that of dean of students,
agrees.  ÒAny creative person can sit
around and come up with a great
description of the college, but if thatÕs
not the experience students have, that
wonÕt be a viable strategy.Ó

A viable strategy begins with
passion for the institution.  Lisa Marsh
Ryerson, president of Wells College
(Aurora, N.Y.), one of the oldest
womenÕs liberal arts schools in the
country, has been described by The New
York Times as Òthe exuberant college
president.Ó  She wonÕt dispute that.
ÒIÕm passionate about what I do.  

© The Lawlor Review Spring 2003

“The essence of the president’s role
in marketing is to protect the

integrity of the institution. I’ve
been the [one saying] ‘Let’s just be
sure our messages are authentic.’”

ÑD R. ROBERTBOTTOMS

President of DePauw University
(Greencastle, Ind.)
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I know that comes across to others.  I
am excited about Wells College and
about womenÕs education.  IÕm pleased
that others feel my energy.Ó  Several
years ago she was able to channel that
energy into an endowment campaign
that led to the revitalization of
AuroraÕs central business district
(see sidebar, page 7).

At the same time, Wells is
engaged in an ongoing marketing
effort that includes TV ads that
run in New York, primarily in the
fall.  The aim is Òto rise above the
buzz out there to get talented
women to apply to Wells,Ó says
Ryerson, who regards the college
president as the ofÞcial
spokesperson.  ÒOur job is to
promote the messages.Ó  This
yearÕs message is about Òbreaking
the glass ceiling.Ó   In the ad, a woman
with a tool belt reaches for a hammer to
break the ceilingÑto break the barriers.
ÒAt Wells we do that,Ó Ryerson says.
ÒThough women have made great
strides, there is still work to be done.Ó
ItÕs an old message, she concedes, but
one thatÕs still worth communicating.

Education Marketing
Differs

TV ads.  Print promotion.  Is
marketing a college the same as selling
cars or toothpaste?  

No, insists McInally; marketing
education is different.  For starters, most
for-proÞts have centralized marketing
departments, whereas colleges and
universities typically lack such distinct
entities.  ÒWho is the marketing
department in a college or university?Ó
he asks.  ÒIs it the admission ofÞce or
the development ofÞce?  Is it the
athletic department?Ó  In higher
education a lot of people are doing
marketing.  It may not be the sole task
of one individual, he says, but everyone
is important to the effort.

An effective president will know
how to skillfully manage and coordinate
these various ÒmarketingÓ arms of the
institution.  ÒI donÕt know that there 
are a lot of admission ofÞces who will
describe themselves as marketing

operations,Ó McInally says.  ÒA good
president will know how important that
[difference] is.Ó

Dr. Helen Washburn, who is on
strategic plan number three since
becoming president of Cottey College
(Nevada, Mo.) 17 years ago, says a lot of
her energy is spent bringing everyone
else along, making sure the mission 
and goals of the institution are clearly
understood.  Her schoolÕs latest
strategic plan involves increasing
visibility in order to attract more
students.  ÒThat involves marketing,Ó
Washburn says.  And marketing
involves leadership.  Though the Cottey
admission ofÞce has a marketing plan,
she doesnÕt leave anything to chance.
ÒIÕm making sure theyÕre sticking to
that plan.Ó  

The goal of many of these efforts 
is to reach an external audience of
benefactors, alumni, prospective
students and parents.  But presidents
must deal with an internal constituency
as well.  As Washburn says: ÒThatÕs the
other thing the president does, is drag
people kicking and screaming into the
future.Ó  Bringing your internal

constituency along can be the hardest
sell of all.  Consider, for example, the
story Storbeck tells about General
Dwight D. Eisenhower and Columbia
University (New York, N.Y.).  The
story, which has all the earmarks of an

apocryphal tale, involves a speech
the general made to the faculty
when he became president, in
which he welcomed fellow
ÒemployeesÓ of the university.
ÒBut general,Ó one of those
ÒemployeesÓ is said to have
quipped, Òwe are Columbia
University.Ó 

The ÒMÓ Word
When institutional

ownership is that strong,
presidents have to understand 
the culture of the institution,

Storbeck says.  To that end, they must
choose their words carefully, as
Eisenhower discovered.  Faculty 
donÕt like the ÒMÓ wordÑmarketing.
ÒTheyÕre worried about taking business
concepts and trying to translate them
into the academy.Ó  

McInally agrees.  ÒThe culture of
higher education, in general, Þnds
marketing distasteful.Ó  The president
has to understand not to force a business
model on that culture.  ÒI donÕt think it
does anyone any good for the president
to stand up and say to the faculty,
ÔYouÕre wrong.  Marketing works.ÕÓ
The effective president will Þnd
congruence between the institutionÕs
mission of teaching, learning and
research, and the marketing necessities,
he says.  And he or she will do that
without offending those to whom
ÒmarketingÓ is distasteful.

Faculty are unsympathetic to
marketing, says Trachtenberg, who
adds, with just the right note of irony,
that they are Òvery sympathetic to the
results of marketing.Ó  They count on
the money being there to meet their

© The Lawlor Review Spring 2003

“I’m passionate about what I do.  
I know that comes across to others.
I am excited about Wells College
and about women’s education.  

I’m pleased that others feel 
my energy.”

ÑL ISAMARSHRYERSON

President of Wells College 
(Aurora, N.Y.)
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needs for space, library materials,
sabbatical time, teaching assistants and
grants for graduate students.  ÒThey
want to be the beneÞciaries of money.
They just like the idea of
inheriting, rather than having to
go out and earn it.Ó  Faculty, he
says, Òsuffer from the vices of the
18th and 19th century British class
system,Ó in which money was to
be derived from trust funds, not
commerce. 

Students are the same,
Trachtenberg says.  One day the
student paper will criticize the
administration for admitting too
many Þrst-year students, thus
creating overcrowding on campus.  
The next day, there will be an editorial
demanding the new building theyÕd

been promised.  ÒWhat you have are
people who have the ÔmannaÕ
philosophyÑ[they think] it falls out of
the sky.Ó  But it doesnÕt, he says.  ÒYou

have to build it.  You have to buy it.
You have to pay for it.  To pay for that
you have to have benefactors and tuition

payers.Ó  The job of university
presidents is to make that happen.

Core Values Matter
Chuck Ambrose, president of

Pfeiffer University (Misenheimer
and Charlotte, N.C.), understands
that the marketing message must
stay true to the core values of the
institution.  ÒYou can market
yourself to be anything to
anybody.  But your long-term
viability is dependent on that
value being ingrained into the
institutional woodwork.Ó  Pfeiffer
learned that the hard way, during
a period in which it attempted to

be everything to everybody.  PfeifferÕs
new strategic plan focuses on those
elements that better deÞne the

“You can market yourself to be
anything to anybody.  But your

long-term viability is dependent on
that value being ingrained into 
the institutional woodwork.”

ÑC HUCK AMBROSE

President of Pfeiffer University
(Misenheimer and Charlotte, N.C.)

When new students and their parents Þled into the
auditorium at Warren Wilson College (Asheville,

N.C.) last summer, they were greeted by the sounds of a
blue grass band.  As soon as everyone was seated, the music
stopped, the banjo player set down his instrument, walked to
the podium and introduced himself as the college president.  

This wasnÕt a case of Bill Clinton blowing a saxophone
on Arsenio HallÕs show.  When Clinton did that, he was
showing that his persona was more than political, says Dr.
Richard Ekman, president of the Council of Independent
Colleges.  But when Dr. Doug Orr played the banjo, he
wasnÕt sending a message intended to say anything about
him.  Rather, he was sending the message that when you
come to Warren Wilson, you will study and learn to
appreciate Appalachian culture and music.  In other words,
Orr was the personiÞcation of the institution that he leads.
ÒWhen Doug Orr plays the banjo,Ó says Ekman, ÒitÕs
related to one of Warren WilsonÕs strengths.Ó

Similarly, Dr. Leon Botstein, president of Bard College
(Annandale-on-Hudson, N.Y.), is the conductor of the
American Symphony Orchestra in New York City.  This is

more than a second career for Botstein.  It reinforces the
image of Bard College as a school where serious musical
activity takes place, Ekman says.  The newly opened Frank
Gehry-designed concert hall on campus further connects
Bard to music.

Frequently presidents represent the school in less
dramatic ways.  ItÕs rare, for example, to meet a president
who isnÕt wearing a school lapel pin or tie, says Ekman.
ÒThe norm is for presidents to be visibly identiÞed right
from the beginning.Ó

Of course, it has always been the case that the most
successful presidents have enormous visibility.  But in
todayÕs competitive environment, the way they play that
public role is different from the past.  Many write a
monthly essay or op-ed piece describing some aspect of
college life or weighing in on an important issue of the day.
Others, like Orr and Botstein, use special talents to
promote the institution.  ÒPresidents use a tremendous
variety of techniques to put their institutions out front,Ó
Ekman says.  ÒMost are imaginative about Þnding ways to
make the case for their institution.Ó

Wav i n g  t h e  F l a g :
H o w  P r e s i d e n t s  To u t  T h e i r  I n s t i t u t i o n s

by Miriam Karmel
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institution, Òrather than let the wind
blow us in any direction.Ó  The new
marketing message focuses on the
concept of Òservant leadership.Ó
Prospective students learn that a Pfeiffer
education will prepare them to be more
effective in life, work and service.
Ambrose says those values had been
there all along, Òbut they had been
laying dormant in some ways and were
under-recognized.Ó 

PaciÞc Lutheran University
(Tacoma, Wash.) also went through a
period of re-evaluation when it created
PLU 2010, the schoolÕs comprehensive
plan.  ÒThe key to successful leadership
is building on the long-term strengths
and commitments and culture of the
institution,Ó says President Dr. Loren J.
Anderson.  ÒJust about everything here

was here 11 years ago.  But I hope we
have helped crystallize and focus the
institution.Ó 

Knowing the schoolÕs strengths is
important.  But so is marketing savvy,
says Storbeck.  Presidents donÕt have to
be experts in that area, she says, just as
they donÕt have to be admissions or
Þnancial experts or intellectually
superior in any particular area.  ÒBut
they need to be very cognizant of how
the institution is presented in the
marketplace.Ó  After all, they are
spending a good portion of their time
reaching out to broad constituencies.

Given the importance of marketing
skills, itÕs becoming more common for
presidents to ascend to the ofÞce
without ever getting chalk dust on their
tweedy lapels.  Fifty years ago, most

followed a predictable trajectory through
the ranks:  professor, department chair,
dean, provost, and Þnally, president.
ÒWhile still common, that [career path]
is being paralleled by a growing
number of other patrons,Ó says Dr.
Richard Ekman, president of the
Council of Independent Colleges.
Today, a signiÞcant number of
presidents have backgrounds in
fundraising or student affairs or Þnance.
Some move to campus directly from law
ofÞces, the military or business.  One of
the more successful college presidents,
says Ekman, is James Will, president of
St. Vincent College (Latrobe, Pa.), who
was president of a major steel company.  

Non-traditional candidates are still a
rarity though, insists Storbeck.  ÒPeople
would believe there are more of them

Examples abound of presidents using their ofÞce to rise
above the buzz:
¥ Dr. Dorothy Blaney, president of Cedar Crest College

(Allentown, Pa.), puts out a pamphlet every couple of
months on topics ranging from women in athletics to
education in a post-9/11 world.  She uses contemporary
issues as a way of advancing the collegeÕs visibility.

¥ Dr. Richard Detweiler, president of Hartwick College
(Oneonta, N.Y.), and his wife, Carol, have become
identiÞed with the plight of East European refugees.
The Detweilers became outspoken advocates for the
refugees, helping many of them receive an American
education.  Though many of these young people attend
schools other than Hartwick, the Detweilers became
known as the couple from Hartwick who bring kids
from Croatia to study in America.

¥ Dr. Richard Cook, president of Allegheny College
(Meadville, Pa.), sits on the boards of many institutions
in Pittsburgh, the schoolÕs biggest marketing area.
These boards, including that of an economic
redevelopment project, are tied up with the cityÕs
future.  ÒThey notice that a college 90 miles away is
interested in PittsburghÕs economic reality,Ó he says. 

¥ Lisa Marsh Ryerson, president of Wells College
(Aurora, N.Y.), led the effort to raise money for
redevelopment of AuroraÕs ßagging central business
district.  Ryerson, a Wells alumna who calls herself the

schoolÕs Òwalking manifestation,Ó reached out to
another alumna, Pleasant T. Rowland, founder of the
Pleasant Company, which makes American Girl dolls.
ÒI knew her interests and knew we needed someone to
invest in the properties,Ó says Ryerson.  Rowland
responded, and this spring three of the townÕs
properties re-opened, including the Aurora Inn, which
was ready just in time for the commencement crowd. 

¥ Dr. Susan Pierce, president of the University of Puget
Sound (Tacoma, Wash.), used the knowledge she gained
while serving at the National Institute on Alcoholism
and Alcohol Abuse to deal with the campus-drinking
problem.  The problem at Puget Sound was no worse
than at any other college, but her efforts have given the
college effective ways of combating the problems with
wider visibility than most.

VisibilityÑitÕs what these various efforts afford, and 
itÕs what every president needs in order to make the case 
for his or her school.  Sitting on boards, writing editorials,
and appearing at Rotary Club meetings are not ends in
themselves, Ekman says.  ÒThey provide a basis for the
president to go back down the line and say, ÔHow about
helping us out Þnancially?Õ  ItÕs very hard for a president to
ask for a large gift unless thereÕs a personal basis for trust.Ó
Seeing the president in action is one way of establishing
that trust.
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than there really are.Ó  Other things
being equal, search committees will
favor the candidate from a more
traditional background, she says.

Nevertheless, as Ekman 
points out, in this competitive
environment, the committees 
who do the hiring are looking 
for candidates who have more
familiarity in dealing with issues
of external relations or Þnancial
management.  ÒUniversities are
now competitive with the most
robust organizations in our
economy,Ó says Trachtenberg.  
He cited New School University
(New York, N.Y.), which hired former
Nebraska Senator Bob Kerrey to be
president, as a perfect example of higher
educationÕs willingness to go outside of
the ranks.  ÒThey wanted somebody
with instant name recognition, political
skills, ability to reach out to the
media,Ó Trachtenberg says.  ÒThey
Þgured quite rightly, heÕs basically a
smart guy, would learn what he needed
to know about higher education, and
they would get a good provost and Þll
in what he didnÕt know.Ó  

But if the president doesnÕt
understand the academic mission, warns
Ekman, Òthat college gets into trouble.Ó
Storbeck adds that they also must
understand the culture and the pace of
life in the academy.  ÒThe wheels donÕt
turn so quickly in higher education,Ó
she says.  You canÕt just snap your
Þngers and make things happen.  ÒThe
ability to adjust to the culture is very
important.Ó

Whether presidents come from
inside or outside the academy, the job
requires stamina and health, says
CotteyÕs President Washburn.  ÒYou live
the role seven days a week.Ó  Washburn
says she is grateful that she possesses
both energy and good genes.  ÒIt takes a
lot of physical stamina and good health
to be that living logo.  You have to be
up a lot of the time.Ó  She describes a

recent dinner with a congressman from
California who confessed that heÕd often
dreamed of being a college president.

He imagined spending a lot of time in
his ofÞce thinking about lofty issues
and working with young people.  ÒThe
reality,Ó she says, Òis that itÕs just lots of
people in your life, and always worrying
about the bottom line, about whether
youÕve got the resources to carry out the
mission, plus take care of the personnel
to make the institution what it is.Ó

Presidents, says Trachtenberg, Òare
just hardworking men and women who
are out there every day trying to bring
in the resources to make it possible for
the faculty and students to get on with
their lives.Ó

The Face of an Institution 
The very public nature of the job

may be one of the hardest parts of all.
Allegheny College President Dr.
Richard Cook and his wife, Terry Lahti,
entertain more than 2,000 people a year
in their home.  ÒWe live in a public
house, if you will.  ThatÕs part of our
job.Ó  While Cook says itÕs an enjoyable
part of the job, he notes that it requires
setting aside privacy and certain
elements of preference or beliefs.
Everything the living logo does or 
says is carefully scrutinized.

As representatives of the college,
both Cook and his wife are regarded as
the conduits who bring outsidersÑ

alumni, trustees, donorsÑinto the
campus experience.  ÒThatÕs something
that comes with the ofÞce,Ó he says.  ÒIt

doesnÕt have anything to do with
my importance.  It has to do with
the title and what all that means.
It is a highly symbolic ofÞce.Ó
Though he may be perceived as
the face of the campus, Cook
insists that the schoolÕs successes
are the result of a group effort in
which many people may take a
sense of ownership.

Put another way, the
president may be the living 
logo, the public face, the head

cheerleader, but the president is not 
the school.  ÒWe do come and go,Ó says
WellsÕ President Ryerson.  True, the
presidentÕs job is to promote the
messages and even have a hand in
helping create the themes and then
weaving them into remarks to others.
But those remarks must be so integral
to the institutional mission that the
next president should be able to step in
and feel comfortable delivering them.
ÒWe want to make sure the marketing
message is unique and remains strong as
leaders come and go,Ó she says.  

Besides, she adds, the investment in
marketing is substantial.  ÒIf the message
is intertwined with who I am, why
would you (a new president) continue it?Ó

Bottoms concurs with Ryerson.  
ÒIf somebody said to me, ÔYou really 
are DePauw,Õ and if I believed that, 
that would be arrogant.  I do think 
after 17 years, I know the limits of my
own power.Ó  

In the next breath he testifies 
that his passion for the job is so
unlimited that it will leave you
disarmed.  ÒIf I were calling on you 
for money, I might not get it,Ó says
Bottoms. ÒBut I would leave feeling
that if you said, ÔNo,Õ youÕd think you
had made a mistake.Ó  

Now thatÕs salesmanship.  

“You live the role seven days a
week.  It takes a lot of physical
stamina and good health to be 

that living logo.  You have to be 
up a lot of the time.”  
ÑD R. HELENWASHBURN

Cottey College
(Nevada, Mo.)
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These days, when Dr. Loren J. Anderson steps out from
behind his desk and hits the road to drum up support

for PaciÞc Lutheran University (Tacoma, Wash.), heÕs likely
to tell the story of how alumnus Peter Wang impacted his
alma mater.  ÒItÕs a compelling story with a charm of its
own,Ó says Anderson, who has been president of PLU since
1992.  But itÕs more than a story with a fairy tale ending.
ItÕs a story that helps Anderson distinguish his school from
similar institutions. 

Finding that story and then talking about it is what
college presidents must do.  ÒOne of the challenges facing
all of us, the 3,500 of us who lead higher educational
institutions in this country, is to distinguish ourselves
from the other 3,499,Ó says Anderson.  ÒWe have to 
allow our audiences to understand us in ways that go
beyond just seeing us as another pretty good private
university, but as an institution that has edges to it,
marks of distinction.Ó

Most folks call that marketing.  Anderson prefers to 
call it storytelling, and in that regard, he is PLUÕs chief
storyteller. ÒAs long as IÕm sitting at my desk and doing
Ôadministrivia,Õ I am overhead,Ó he says.  ÒIÕm only really
earning my salary when IÕm telling the institutionÕs story
to a prospective donor or a student or a studentÕs family.Ó

Stephen J. Trachtenberg, president of The George
Washington University (Washington, D.C.), puts it this
way:  Presidents need to raise money to make it possible for
the faculty and students to pursue their dreams.  But they
canÕt simply go out there, palms up, expecting a handout.
ÒBefore we feel we can ask for your help, we feel obliged to
tell you what weÕre up to.Ó

Anderson tells what PLU is up to through the story of
Peter Wang, who was brought here from Taiwan in 1956
by Lutheran missionaries for medical treatment.  The
president of PLU urged Wang to stay in the U.S. and
offered him a scholarship.  Wang accepted.  After
graduating from PLU, Wang earned a Ph.D. in probability
theory and taught college and conducted research for the
Defense department for many years.  In 1986, he left
teaching and became a highly regarded entrepreneur and

developer of computer aided design and computer assisted
engineering data handling systems.  Many years after
graduating from PLU in 1960, and ten days after 9/11, he
and his wife, Grace, gave PLU a check for $4 million to
endow the Wang Center for International Education.
ÒThey came to believe that the best contribution they
could make in the post-9/11 world was to help us educate
global citizens and advocates for world peace,Ó Anderson
says. 

The story of Peter Wang has allowed Anderson to put 
a human face on the less tangible concept that he tries to
convey to prospective donors: international studies are an
important component of a PLU education.  

In fact, international education is one of the
cornerstones of PLU 2010, a comprehensive plan that
outlines three areas around which the school intends to
establish its academic distinction.  PLU has already
succeeded by sending 35 percent of its students to study
abroad, placing it among the top 10 in terms of
comprehensive universities in the U.S.  The Wang Center
for International Education gives the school a chance to
reach its long-range goal of sending 50 percent of its
students abroad.  

But WangÕs gift goes beyond helping PLU achieve a
long-term goal.  The story of his gift has helped the school
attract other Þnancial support.  Good stories will do that,
Anderson says.  He adds that the stories must be authentic,
and the storyteller must have a clear understanding of 
the schoolÕs mission so that the story he tells is valid,
consistent and Òrooted in the heart of what the institution
is doing.Ó

When the message is real, it resonates with others.
And if the story is told well, benefactors are more likely to
respond, attests Trachtenberg, Òbecause people want to be
associated with something thatÕs winning.Ó

ThatÕs certainly been true for the story of Peter 
Wang. ÒIt gives us a visibility and a recognition,Ó
Anderson says.  ÒWeÕve been able to leverage his 
gift into financial support for other aspects of our
international educational effort.Ó 

T h e  P e r f e c t  S t o r y

by Miriam Karmel
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K e e p i n g  a  Wa t c h  o n  H i g h e r
E d u c a t i o n Õ s  F i s c a l  H e a l t h :
N a o m i  R i c h m a n  o f  M o o d y Õ s

by Jennifer Delahunty Britz

What  does MoodyÕs Higher
Education Team do?

The primary thing that we do as a
business is assign ratings to bond issues
for colleges and universities that they
use to help market their bonds.  Ratings
are a measure of relative risks of
different securities, and ratings assist
potential buyers in judging the
investment quality of different
securities.  We also publish credit
reports on those institutions whose
bonds we rate.  A growing business 
for us is to conduct strategic Þnancial
assessments of institutions that are not
currently involved in the bond market
as a tool for management and the Board

to use in strategic planning.  In
addition, MoodyÕs publishes a great 
deal of research on trends in the higher
education industry and how they 
may affect the risk of the bonds that
weÕre rating.  

What  are the trend lines 
in higher education?  

LetÕs start with the positive trends:
For publics and privates, the
demographic trends are favorable for the
college population.  There are increasing
numbers of high school graduates in
most parts of the U.S.  This is a positive
backdrop for higher education.  The
second positive trend is that the

perception among students and families
of the economic value of a college
education is strong and thatÕs helping 
to drive strong demand.  Also on the
positive side, many colleges built up
their fundraising efforts and their
endowments tremendously in the
1990s, so even though weÕre now in an
economic downturn, many colleges
went into this era from a relative
position of strength which will help
carry them through the slump.

Another positive indicator is that
research spending by the federal
government continues to rise, although
the growth rate may taper off a little bit
in the coming years.

Naomi Richman is senior vice president and manager of Moody’s Higher Education and
Not-for-Profits Team.  Richman helped to develop Moody’s analytical framework for
universities and other nonprofits.  She has written and edited numerous publications,

including the recently published “Outlook for Private Colleges and Universities,” 
and has been twice named by Institutional Investormagazine to its All-Star 

Fixed-Income Research Team.  Prior to joining Moody’s Higher Education Team in
December 1992, Richman held positions in Moody’s Public Finance Department as
manager of the Bond Insurance Group and manager of the Housing Finance Group.

Before coming to Moody’s in 1985, Richman was an assistant commissioner in the New
York City Department of Finance.  Richman holds an A.B. degree from Bryn Mawr

College (Bryn Mawr, Pa.) and a master of public policy degree from the John F.
Kennedy School of Government, Harvard University (Boston, Mass.).
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On the negative side, the economy
and the stock market are two big
problems that affect higher education 
in a number of ways.  One of the most
important revenue streams for colleges
is tuitionÑand tuition is stressed in
many cases because of declining
wealth and income
of the families of
the applicant pool
and also because of
competition.  
One of the main
challenges 
facing private
universities is that public universities
are a lot less expensive and in many
cases, have been increasing their
quality.  Given this level of
competition, some private institutions
are having a tough time charging the
size of tuition they need to protect
their own financial health.  Also, some
state governments are considering
reducing funding for scholarships for
in-state students.

Another key revenue stream is the
income generated from endowment.
Most endowments are down
significantly over the past two years; 
the NACUBO (National Association 
of College and University Business
Officers) studies showed an average
return of minus 6 percent for 2002
and minus 3.5 percent for 2001. 
And 2003 is also going to be a down
year for most endowments.  These
declines are starting to work their 
way into operating budgets.  Most
colleges use a three-year average
smoothing formula for their
endowment spending, to insulate the
operating budget from temporary ups
and downs over a three-year period.
But this kind of formula does not
envision the degree of sustained
investment losses that weÕve been
seeing recently.  

Do you believe colleges and
universities will come up
with new formulas for
allocating their investment
income?

A lot of colleges that we have
contact with are looking at their

formulas; in fact NACUBO just held 
a seminar on this topic.  Financial
managers are asking, ÒIs there a 
better way to do this?  Is there a way
that we can design a formula that
would help protect us from the
environment that weÕre in right now?Ó
From a management standpoint, we
think itÕs appropriate that universities
arenÕt blindly applying a formula 
and saying it should never change.  
But no matter what formula you use,
the end result is that for fiscal year
2004, which will start on July 1,
endowment spending is not rising 
and in many cases, itÕs falling and
contributing less revenue to the budget
than before.  

The next revenue stream is gifts,
which are also down on average,
although itÕs not that way across the
board.  We took a look at the colleges
that we rate and what happened in
fiscal years Õ02 and Õ01.  We found that
half of the colleges had declining gifts
of 10 percent or more.  Twenty percent
were plus or minus 10 percent of the
previous year.  But 30 percent had an
increase in gifts of 10 percent or more.
While gifts are down overall, you 
really need to look at each particular
institution to understand whatÕs
happening there.  

Is there any advice you
might give institutions 
that are trying to control
expenses while engaging in
activities and programs
that will enhance
revenues?  In other words,

how do
colleges
find the
right
Òinvestment
spendingÓ
balance
point?

Colleges need
to understand which of their programs
are generating revenue and which are
running losses.  There needs to be a
balance between mission-driven and
revenue-driven programs.  If a program
is losing money, and it is not mission-
critical, then the college may need to
make the tough decision to eliminate it.
Also, colleges sometimes have an
opportunity to raise revenues through
more Þnely differentiating the tuition
rates of different programs and charging
more for the programs that are in 
higher demand.

Do you see a trend toward
colleges which, in an
attempt to be more
competitive, are taking 
on a lot of debt to build
impressive facilities?

Yes.  We are seeing an increase in
debt issuance in 2003 for both public
and private universities.  Private
colleges are investing in facilities to
remain competitive.  There is, as you
know, tremendous competition among
colleges for students.  Colleges feel that
they must have the latest up-to-date
facilities to attract students and avoid
losing ground to their competitors.  We
are seeing a lot of Þnancing right now
for student residences.  Most colleges are
no longer building the traditional style

Colleges need to understand which of their programs 
are generating revenue and which are running losses.
There needs to be a balance between mission-driven 

and revenue-driven programs.
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of double rooms off a corridor, and are
refocusing on apartment-style and suite-
style housing.  We are also seeing a
surge of Þnancing for student activities
centers, recreation centers and athletic
facilitiesÑincluding both facilities
designed for varsity athletes as
well as those for the rest of the
student body.  We are also seeing
a lot of Þnancing for up-to-date
science buildings.  The other
issue is that a lot of building on
college campuses took place in
the Õ60s and Õ70s and many of
these buildings are reaching the
end of their natural life cycle and
either need to be replaced or need
substantial renovation.  

Debt issuance by public universities
is also increasing because of the shifting
responsibility for funding academic
facilities.  Historically, states tended to
pay for academic buildings at public
institutions, and the universities 
would issue bonds for only those
buildings that were revenue
generatorsÑresidence halls, parking
decks or stadiums.  Now public
universities are Þnancing a portion of
their academic buildings using their
own debt.  The states are pulling back
on the degree of funding for those
buildings.  Interest rates are very low
right now so some increase in debt is
because institutions are accelerating
their borrowing while the rates are
attractive.

When do you get concerned
about the amount of debt a
college is taking on? 

If a private college issues debt
because it needs to invest in facilities,
and at the same time its resources are
declining with the stock market and 
it is running a deÞcit, it may risk 
a downgrade in its credit rating.
Sometimes the cost of certain facilities
seems very high to usÑfor example a
$40 million performing arts center or an

$80 million student centerÑespecially
if they are not supported by gifts.

To offer a very simple rule of thumb:
If a private collegeÕs ratio of unrestricted
cash and investments to debt is less than
50 percentÑin other words, cash covers

50 percent or less of your debtÑthen
that tends to put an institution in a
relatively weaker credit position.
Another rule of thumb is to look at debt
service (principal and interest payments)
compared to cash ßow. If the college
canÕt cover its debt service payments out
of annual net revenues and has to dip
into reserves, thatÕs an indication of
potentially serious Þnancial stressÑ
especially if it happens for more than
one year.  

What  is your outlook 
or forecast for private
colleges? 

We think most of the risk in the
private college sector is with the
smaller, thinly endowed, regional
institutions.  Our outlook for this
segment of the market is negative right
now, whereas we have a Òstable outlookÓ
on the larger, wealthier private colleges.
We are most concerned about the
privates that compete very heavily with
public universities, that donÕt have large
endowments and that lack strong
fundraising traditions.  Even in stressed
times, the stronger institutions, like 
a Stanford, should be able to remain
strong, in part because they have
tremendous tuition pricing power, very
strong fundraising and signiÞcant
reserves. 

What  is your forecast for
the public sector?

Our overall outlook for public
universities is stable. The biggest risk
for these institutions is whatÕs going on

in state budgets.  Almost every
state in the country has a budget
problem.  Higher education is
one of the relatively few services
that government provides where
there is a user who pays a fee for
the service.  If you think of other
state expendituresÑmedical
care, prisons, welfareÑthereÕs no
revenue associated with those
items, and they are usually

funded from general revenues. With
colleges, states realize they can pass
more of the cost onto students.  And to
the extent that those students qualify
for federal Þnancial aid, the states are
passing some of the costs onto the
federal government.  Thus, we are
seeing very large tuition increases at the
vast majority of public universities.
One of the major strengths of the public
sector is their untapped pricing
powerÑthey are so much cheaper than
privatesÑbut as the publics raise their
prices and actually tap more of that
potential pricing power, they will have
less of it for the future.  

It will be interesting to see how far
states go.  I recently saw that Miami
University in Ohio has proposed to
enact one tuition for both in-state and
out-of-state students.  It will be
fascinating to see if that takes off and
becomes a trend.  

Recently, several public
institutions have
announced that they will
limit enrollment.  Is this a
trend MoodyÕs is watching
as well?

Yes, thatÕs happening in a lot of
places.  Generally those organizations
capping enrollment are gaining
strengthÑthe scarcity of their openings

We are most concerned about the
privates that compete very heavily

with public universities, that
don’t have large endowments 

and that lack strong 
fundraising traditions.
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will give them more pricing power.
The community college sector, because
it usually has open enrollment, is the
place where those students who are
closed out of four-year public
universities generally go.  Community
colleges are funded in different ways in
different states, but often local property
taxes provide a signiÞcant portion of 
the funding base.  Many community
colleges are getting overcrowded and are
now facing the looming issue of capacity
and keeping up with demand.  We 
also are seeing many community
colleges begin to build student
residences, as more of their students
want the traditional on-campus college
experience.  Many others are partnering
with four-year institutions to offer
bachelorÕs degrees.

Do you think that higher
education will become a
commodity that is less
available?

Higher education will always be
available at a price.  For many students,
the price of a private institution is
something they simply canÕt afford or
are unwilling to pay, but they will be
able to Þnd an alternative in the public
sector.  The big questions for me are:
What will happen with government
support for Þnancial aid at both the
state and federal level?  What will be
federal and state willingness to invest 
in Þnancial aid for those students who
donÕt have the means to pay for it
themselves?  In terms of those students
with families who do have the meansÑ
the vast middle classÑtheyÕll probably
have to shoulder a higher percentage of
the cost of their education.  In the past,
the state government was picking up
most of the cost and students paid only
a few thousand dollars a year.  The
percentage of costs families are going to
be expected to shoulder for public
higher education will probably move
toward double what it is today.

Do you see over capacity
anywhere?

In the private college sector,
especially in some of the smaller private
colleges, we see situations that canÕt
attract enough students to reach full
capacity.  They tend to be small colleges
in rural areas that are losing ground to
public universities.  There are deÞnitely
seats out there that arenÕt being Þlled. 

What  are some of the key
things that MoodyÕs looks
at  when assessing the credit
rating of a college?

We assess Þve areas: 1) market
demand; 2) annual Þnancial
performance; 3) Þnancial resources; 
4) capital facilities and debt; and 
5) management.  Ultimately, weÕre
trying to measure the likelihood that
the college will be able to pay its debt.  

The market position is where we
begin.  Clearly, if you donÕt have a good
market position and canÕt attract the
number and quality of students that you
want, that will stress student revenues
(tuition, room and board).  And student
revenues, as we all know, are by far the
largest revenue stream at most private
colleges.  We try to understand a college
or universityÕs mission, its market niche,
and its ability to attract potential
students and persuade them to enroll.
We examine trends in applications, in
the number of matriculating students
and in competition with overlapping
institutions.  And we analyze these
trends over time.  For large universities,
we do this for the undergraduate and
the graduate side, and we also assess
trends in externally sponsored research.  

In terms of Þnancial performance, 
we analyze all of the major revenue
streamsÑhow they performed in the
past and how they expect to perform 
in the future.  We also look at how a
college manages its expenses to operate
within its available revenue.  Our
balance sheet review is mostly an

analysis of endowment and investments.
We also review fundraising, which is
one of the important engines of growth
in the endowment.  In addition, we look
at the degree to which an institutionÕs
Þnancial resources are unrestricted and
could be used to pay debt service in the
event of an operating deÞcit.

To analyze capital Þnancing and
debt, we look at existing campus
facilities and what the institutionÕs
future needs are.  We ask, is the college
maintaining the campus over time?
How are they paying for new buildings?
Usually we like to see a combination of
debt and internally generated funds
going to pay for facilities, whether
through fundraising or retained
earnings.  And then we look at the 
debt itselfÑincluding technical 
issues of how the debt is structured,
whether itÕs a Þxed rate or a variable
rate, legal covenants to bondholders,
and so forth. 

The last factorÑmanagementÑis a
thread that runs through all of the other
factors.  We evaluate management based
on whether the college is doing a good
job of strategic planning; whether
theyÕve identiÞed any vulnerabilities
and developed strategies to address
them; whether they are willing to invest
in programs doing well and cut those
that arenÕt doing well; and whether they
are generally making decisions that
ensure the long-term viability of the
organization.

Does MoodyÕs have a
formula for rating colleges
and universities?

No, we donÕt have a formula or plug
numbers into a quantitative model.  
We do analyze enrollment and Þnancial
numbers, and rely heavily on ratio
analysis, but intangible and qualitative
factors play an important role in our
rating process. We tend to review all
institutions at least once a year because
higher education is an annual business
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based on the enrollment cycle and
because audited Þnancial statements are
prepared once a year.  Occasionally we
will review a volatile situation even
more frequently.  Our analysts usually
pay a visit to the campus when we rate
an institution for Þrst time.  It helps us
to get a qualitative impression of the
campus and facilities. After that, it
depends on whatÕs going on.  We may
meet with management on campus, in
our ofÞces in New
York, Chicago,
Dallas or San
Francisco, or
through phone
conversations.

How do you measure or
evaluate management
quality at colleges?

We see a lot of excellent
management at the presidential and
senior administrative level.  We see
presidents who are very focused on
strategic planning to ensure market
strength and Þnancial health.  One big
issue is central control vs. control by the
faculty.  Many presidents have had to
wrestle with this and Þgure out a way 
to establish enough central control to
make some of the hard decisions that
need to be made.  We sometimes see
weakness when the entire senior
administrative team has been in place
for many years without turnover.  We
prefer to see a mixture of some long-
time folks and some new blood on a
senior cabinet.  Institutions tend to
thrive when they replenish their staffs
with new hires who can bring new
energy and new ideas.  Some
institutions that have run into trouble
recently have a senior administrative
team that has been intact for 15 or more
years.  They are using strategies that
worked well in the late Õ80s or Õ90s, but
that now need to be refreshed and
updated.  Likewise, on the board 
level, we believe itÕs best to have a

combination of new board members and
those with longer tenure.

As you visit different
institutions, are there
qualities that you see in
presidents that spell
success for that
institution?

Presidents wear a lot of different
hats.  They are the chief executive

ofÞcers.  They are the chief fundraisers.
They are the external public
representatives of the university.  
One thing we occasionally hear that
makes us scratch our heads is when a
president says, ÒIÕm not a numbers
personÓ or ÒIÕm not a Þnance person.Ó
ThatÕs the old-line academic mentality.
In this day and age, with all the
challenges in the environment, if youÕre
the chief executive ofÞcer, you canÕt
afford not to be a numbers and a
Þnancial person.  You need to develop
those skills to be able to address some of
those issues.  I donÕt think you have to
understand every single accounting
regulation and technical footnote in the
Þnancial statements, but you do need to
understand what the main drivers are
for Þnancial stability.  I donÕt think it
can be ducked.  

Do you believe that the
cost of higher education
comes under the same kind
of scrutiny that health
care costs are under?

Higher education costs are indeed
coming under greater scrutiny, by
Congress, by state legislatures and by
the press.  As with health care, the focus
is not only on the price, but also on
access, as lower income students may

simply opt out of the system if it is too
expensive.  Ironically, critics tend to
focus on the sticker price of the most
expensive institutions, which is now
well over $35,000 for tuition, room and
board.  But those institutions enroll a
very small minority of students, and
even fewer students are paying those
sticker prices.  Even at those most
expensive universities, thereÕs a lot of
Þnancial aid awarded.  Once you get

beyond the price
leaders, the actual
tuition that
students are
paying is quite a
bit lower.  The
average private

college student pays under $15,000 per
year, and most public universities
charge $10,000 or less.

For the vast majority of students, the
critical question is whether there will be
access to community college and four-
year public university programs at a
reasonable price.  But there is an equal
emphasis on the question of who is
going to pay.  How much of the cost
will ultimately be paid by the state
government, the federal government
and the end user?

What  reports is MoodyÕs
Higher Education practice
preparing for publication?

The next two reports that will be
coming out are the ÒAnnual MediansÓ
for private universities in June and for
public universities in July.  We input
Þnancial and market data on all
universities whose bonds we rate, and
then we calculate average values and
publish those.  These medians are very
helpful to institutions that benchmark
themselves against their peers.
Benchmarking is important because it
serves as an external report cardÑ
whether youÕre holding your own or
gaining ground against similar
institutions.  Just as a corporation has

In this day and age, with all the challenges in the
environment, if you’re the chief executive officer, you can’t

afford not to be a numbers and a financial person.  
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external benchmarks against their
competitors, not-for-proÞt organizations
are developing an interest in having
those same tools that they can use to
evaluate their status.

What  role do you see the
for-profit colleges having
on the not-for-profit
higher education
landscape?

The for-profits are carving out 
a very good market for the adult
students, those people who are seeking
a very specific academic credential and
place a high value on convenience.
TheyÕve done a good job of tailoring
their programs to meet the needs of 
the consumer.  They have shown 
that people will pay a premium for
convenience and ease of use of the
product.  We see some spillover from
this market behavior back into the
traditional university.  They are
adapting some of the same techniques,
such as holding classes on the
weekends or setting up satellite
campuses closer to where people work.
All of those things are positive for the
not-for-profitsÕ financial health.  I
donÕt think the for-profits will try to
replicate the full-time residential
college experience, including dorm
life, extracurricular activities and
athletics, so their competition with
residential undergraduate and graduate
programs will be limited.  

Are the for-profits stealing
market share or are they
increasing demand?

I think itÕs a little bit of both.  
When the economy is weaker, you
usually see enrollments of adult 
learners increase.  For-proÞts are 
clearly a beneÞciary of this trend in 
this era, but not-for-proÞt and public
universities are seeing enrollment
growth as well.

MoodyÕs evaluates private
primary and secondary
schools as well.  Do you 
see any trends there?

In the private K-12 arena, we see
demand continuing to be very strong,
partially because of whatÕs happening 
in public school systems in terms of
funding, educational philosophies 
and outcomes.  ThereÕs long been a
substantial group of families who have 
a preference for private primary and
secondary education, and if anything,
this group is growing.  A lot of
independent K-12 schools are heavily
funded through endowment earningsÑ
many of them actually have 30 percent
or more of their budget funded by
endowment.  The decline in endowment
values has created near-term Þscal
challenges for some of these
organizations.  Fundraising is also under
stress because personal wealth is down.
But we havenÕt seen any evidence that
the weak economy has led to falling
demand.  We also thought charter
schools might have some effect, but for
the most part, they have not affected
independent schoolsÕ enrollment
numbers.

ThereÕs been a lot of
discussion about truth in
institutional reporting to
such organizations as U.S.
NEWS& WORLD REPORT. 
How do you make sure that
MoodyÕs is getting accurate
numbers from institutions?

The most fundamental way that we
deal with this is what we call Òthe smell
testÓÑif a number doesnÕt seem
reasonable, we ask probing questions
and try to Þgure out if it is wrong.  
For example, we often Þnd out that
applications arenÕt counted the same
way at every institution or even by the
same institution in different years.
There are two numbers that an
institution really canÕt fudge:  the

number of students who are
matriculating and net tuition revenue.
At the end of the day, the most
important questions are, were you able
to Þll your class, and how much are your
students paying?  ItÕs hard to hide
weakness in these areas because they
will ultimately show up on the audited
Þnancial statements. 

Test scores is another big area of
ÒfudgingÓÑare you including all
students and all programs?  We also
look at trends over time.  There have
been efforts in different quarters to
standardize the numbers.  I donÕt think
the problems are huge, and I donÕt think
most discrepancies are presented with
intent to deceive (although some are
intended to show an institution in the
best possible light).  The best we can do
is to constantly ask whether the data we
are working with are reasonable.

Do you take into account
any of the college rankings
when you do your ratings?

We donÕt take U.S. News & World
Report into account.  In other words, we
wouldnÕt rate a college higher because
U.S. News gave them a higher ranking.
However, we have seen rankings drive
student behavior.  When a college moves
up in U.S. News ranks, they may have
stronger applicant pool the following
year and that would feed into the
MoodyÕs ratings in a more indirect way.  

Are you ever looking at
colleges through a
personal lens?

I have two boys, ages 14 and 11, and
I do have the parental side of my brain
working when I visit campuses.  I think
there are a lot of great colleges out
there.  The vast majority of the people I
meet with are very committed to their
institutions and to serving students.  I
canÕt say what my childrenÕs SATs or
grades will be, but I know theyÕll have a
lot of good choices.  
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Selecting college students is a
challenge for any admission ofÞce

today.  Grade inßation and test prep
courses have pushed GPAs and
standardized test scores to the point
where all children appear to be, as
they are in Lake Wobegone, above
average.  To make matters even more
complicated, schools have wish lists
to ÞllÑmore diversity, better
athletes, a constant stream of capable
legacies.

And, with so many applicants
vying for spots, schools are looking
for ways to set students apart.  Many
are turning to other measurements
to pinpoint students who embody
their institutionsÕ tradition and
values.  For some schools, this
strategy represents a change in
admission practices. For others, itÕs
the foundation of their enrollment
success.  

Not Just a Numbers Game
According to the National

Association for College Admission
CounselingÕs (NACAC) ÒThe State
of College Admission 2002-2003Ó
survey, most colleges and
universities still place objective
criteria at the top of the evaluation
list.  Grades in college prep courses,
standardized test results, grades in
all courses and class rank take the
top four slots in the survey.  And
although more subjective criteria are
not considered Òbaselines,Ó they still
play a strong role.  Not surprisingly,
the study also revealed that private
schools place more importance than
public schools on subjective criteria. 

Given the increased focus on
subjective criteria, will objective
criteria eventually loose its
stronghold?  The answer is hard to

ÒInstead of using just numbers, 
I think schools have come up with a
combination of all those factors,Ó
says Giarraputo.  ÒYouÕve got people
who are acceptable, those who are
not going to be able to do the work,
and the vast majority of whom
theyÕre going to have to sit down
and make a decision on.  And those
are where all those other factors
come into play.Ó

Many people speculate that 
the U.S. News & World Report
rankingsÑwhich give 15 percent 
of its weighting to the Òstudent
selectivityÓ category, including
standardized test scoresÑmight
have a strong inßuence on which
criteria schools use.  Once seen as a
way to promote good schools that
hadnÕt received much recognition,
the rankings have created a kind of
arms race in college choice.

ÒThe unfortunate thing now, in
this consumer age atmosphere, is
that college admission is portrayed
as you either win or lose the game
according to what schools you get
into and what schools you donÕt,Ó
says Giarraputo.  ÒAs a result, you
have colleges that now have tried to
come up with ways to manipulate
standings.Ó

Fair Test Public Education
Director Bob Schaeffer agrees that
schools operate under the
misconception that criteria such as
test scores will preserve their U.S.
News & World Report ranking.  ÒTest
scores are around 6 percent of the
ranking; theyÕre not a major
component,Ó he says. ÒReputation is
a much more major component in
the way U.S. News ranks schools.Ó 

Fair Test, a standardized test
watchdog organization founded in

predict, according to Randy Giarraputo, who
is both NACAC admission practices
committee chair and assistant principal and
director of college guidance at Metairie Park
Country Day School (Metairie, La.).
Giarraputo believes the majority of schools
will continue to analyze a variety of
information during the admission process,
using objective criteria as the starting point.

THE MATCH
GAME

Admission Select ion
Gets an Overhaul

by Suzanne Richards

Rumors of a quiet 

transformation in admission

selection are spreading across U.S.

college and university campuses.

A growing number of institutions

are bucking the system and 

de-emphasizingÑor scratching

altogetherÑstandardized 

test scores from admission 

requirements.  Additionally,

many schoolsÑsome test optional

and some notÑare increasingly

reliant on more subjective 

criteria.  Is this the beginning 

of a more personalized trend 

in evaluating credentials or are

some schools simply reprioritizing

criteria to make the 

perfect match?



[ 1 7 ]© The Lawlor Review Spring 2003

1985, provides guidelines and
information about test use and
maintains a list of test-optional schools.
The list has grown rapidly:  from about
200 in the early 1990s to nearly 400 
at present. 

Test-Optional Trends
The most recent addition to

the test-optional list is Pitzer
College (Claremont, Calif.).
Pitzer, the Þrst selective liberal
arts college on the West Coast to
go this route, is introducing a
three-year trial period for students
applying in fall 2004.

Under the new policy, students
with a minimum GPA of 3.5 or
those ranked in the top 10 percent
of their graduating class will not
have to submit SAT scores.  Pitzer
says itÕs trying to provide
applicants with Ògreater ßexibility
in presenting application
materials that accurately reßect
their diverse academic abilities and
potential.Ó

Arnaldo Rodriguez, vice president
for admissions and Þnancial aid at
Pitzer, predicts that the majority of
applicants will still submit test scores
because itÕs easier than providing
advanced placement test scores or
samples of graded materials.  ÒA lot of
schools are making new rules for test
scores,Ó says Rodriguez.  ÒI donÕt know
if itÕs the way of the future or simply
institutions responding to internal
priorities and/or concerns.  But I donÕt
see a mass exodus to subjective
measures.Ó

Seth Allen, director of admissions 
at Dickinson College (Carlisle, Pa.),
seconds RodriquezÕs view.  With such a
large industry built around testing, he
speculates that most schools donÕt have
a compelling reason to go test optional.
For most schools, test scores are an easy,
quantiÞable piece of the admission
puzzle.  And, ironically, even at a test-

optional school like Dickinson, 85
percent of applicants seem to think 
so, too. 

Allen says test scores arenÕt the 
most important admission criteria for
students who decide to submit them,
but they are signiÞcant ones.  Dickinson
focuses on academic performance, the

secondary school report,
recommendations and the degree of
difÞculty in coursework.  In the few
cases where students donÕt submit
scores, other criteria are given more
importance.

Allen says one problem with the
test-optional policy is some applicants
think test optional means Òperformance
optional.Ó  In fact, he warns, the exact
opposite is true.  ÒIÕd argue that the
students who are not submitters have 
to be better, on average, on all the
academic criteria,Ó he says.  Ò[Test
results are] a crutch of sorts that we lean
onÑmost schools lean onÑto tell us
whoÕs a good student.  If we donÕt have
that, then we have to come at their
candidacy from a much more difÞcult
perspective.Ó

Dickinson went test optional in
1995 in order to attract students from
around the country and also to give
admission ofÞcers ßexibility in how
they evaluated studentsÕ credentials.
Ironically, as a result of the schoolÕs

outreach and marketing efforts, SAT
scores have increased every year.

St. JohnÕs College (Santa Fe, N.M.)
has waved the test-optional ßag for
more than 60 years.  The one-program
college requires a Òvery serious
expression of interest,Ó and, with a

motto of ÒWhere Great Books are
the Teachers,Ó itÕs no wonder
students self-select for admission
by demonstrating a love of books
and a passion for discourse.

ÒOur application is
rigorousÑoften requiring 15
pages of essay question answers,Ó
says Larry Clendenin, director of
admissions.  ÒWe want to know if
[applicants] have real Þre.  Are
they excited about things?  What
do they read?  And what do they
think about what they read?
ThatÕs critical for us.Ó

The admission committee is
comprised of staffÑalmost all 

St. JohnÕs alumniÑand tutors (a.k.a.
faculty) who conduct four application
reviews.  For Clendenin, this reviewer
mix and process is the key to getting
the right students.

ÒUnless youÕve been in the classroom
or have been a student of the college,
you donÕt know what the coursework is
like and what it takes to get through
the program,Ó says Clendenin.  ÒIf
youÕre looking for students who
understand the curriculum, then 
you need reviewers who understand 
[it], too.Ó

The St. JohnÕs process, which is
driven by the Great Books program,
enables the admission committee to
have a clear and unbiased approach to
evaluating candidates. According to
Clendenin, St. JohnÕs applicants stand
on their own two feetÑthereÕs little
comparing of [applicant] Þles.  The
studentÕs course curriculum takes
priority, followed closely by transcript,
essays and recommendations.  ÒWhen

“A lot of schools are making new
rules for test scores.  I don’t know 

if it’s the way of the future or
simply institutions responding to

internal priorities and/or concerns.
But I don’t see a mass exodus 

to subjective measures.”
ÑA RNALDORODRIGUEZ

Vice President for Admissions 
and Financial Aid at Pitzer College

(Claremont, Calif.)
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we say weÕre going to make a decision
on established criteria, we do,Ó says
Clendenin.  ÒWe donÕt make decisions
on geography, legacies or minority
status.  We simply ask ourselves,  
ÔIs the student ready to beneÞt from 
the St. JohnÕs program?ÕÓ  

The Survey Says É
For Hartwick College

(Oneonta, N.Y.) the path to
increased selectivity began with
research.  In 1999, Hartwick
surveyed 600 high school students
who applied to liberal arts colleges
similar to Hartwick.  The collegeÕs
goal?  To uncover studentsÕ views
about the future and to compare
HartwickÕs key characteristics
with other similar schools.  The survey
was later extended to include college
students.

Hartwick originally planned to use
the survey results to create a more
successful communications strategy.
Instead, Hartwick discovered
compelling reasons to revise its
admission criteria.

The survey showed that students
who applied to and were successful at
Hartwick described themselves as
preferring to:  work with others, explore
personal values, experience new things
and make a contribution to the world.
They were also searching for a college
that offered a warm, friendly campus,
high access to faculty and opportunities
for fun and enjoyment. 

This new understanding of the
prototypical Hartwick student provided
the admission department with a new
perspective on how to choose students
whose values and goals aligned with
those of the college. 

ÒThe whole notion of environment,
collaboration and learning through
discussion really came through the
research,Ó says Susan Dileno, dean of
enrollment.  ÒSo, when we began to

think about whether or not a student
was a good Þt, we had concrete terms to
use.  The discovery led to overhauling
our admission process and moved us
from the traditional methods of looking
at test scores, rank and GPA, to factoring

in personal variables, including talent or
the ability to contribute to the Hartwick
community.Ó 

Dileno says reviewing admission
Þles takes longer than it used to, but itÕs
worth the effort.  TheyÕve developed a
binder that clearly deÞnes their
admission criteria, and they enter all
applicant information into a computer.
Rank, GPA and standardized test
scores, if submitted, make up 80
percent of a studentÕs score and 20
percent is composed of personal
assessment factors, including essays,
leadership, diversity status and
volunteer record.  So a student whose
numbers donÕt stand out still has other
ways to show he or she is compatible.

Has the new admission strategy
worked?  Absolutely.  Dileno notes that
the Class of Õ06 is among the most
academically talented in the collegeÕs
history.  Plus, the college is receiving a
greater number of applications and
experiencing higher retention rates.
And even though, like Dickinson,
Hartwick doesnÕt require test scores, 75
percent of applicants submit them, and,
once again, ironically, test score
numbers are up.

The Emotional Quotient 
Don Bishop, associate vice president

for enrollment management at
Creighton University (Omaha, Neb.),
has spent the last 20 years conducting
personal research into studentsÕ

academic achievements at Notre
Dame, Ohio Wesleyan and at
Cornell University School of
Hotel AdministrationÑall
institutions where he served in
admissions.  Inspired by his
Þndings and by Daniel
GolemanÕs book ÒThe Emotional
Quotient,Ó he has created a rating
system to identify personal traits
important in admitting
successful students.

In working to help the Cornell
Hotel School achieve its mission of
turning out hospitality industry
entrepreneurs and CEOs, Bishop
discovered he had to look at a prospectÕs
current academic and personal
characteristics and try to estimate where
he or she would be in 10 to 20 years.
He quickly realized the potential for
self-starters and risk-takers to make it
in the specialized and competitive
hospitality industry.

After identifying a cluster of
personal attributesÑincluding
leadership, entrepreneurial spirit,
ambition, desire to be of service to
others, energy level and positive
attitudeÑBishop developed a rating
system speciÞcally tailored to CornellÕs
program. Surprising to some, the
personal rating system was as effective
as test scores in predicting an
applicantÕs success. 

Says Bishop, ÒWhy do [students] get
good grades?  By overcoming adversity,
staying focused and working well in
groups.Ó  He adds that if a student can
conquer those three things, he or she
can achieve at much higher levels than

“Why do [students] get good
grades?  By overcoming adversity,

staying focused and working 
well in groups.” 

ÑD ON BISHOP

Associate Vice President for Enrollment
Management at Creighton University

(Omaha, Neb.)
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the numbers would have predicted.  
By contrast, individuals with higher
numbers who never develop those traits
will consistently perform below the
level the numbers would have
suggested.

ÒRemember, [Unabomber]
Ted Kaczynski was a National
Merit Finalist and got into an Ivy
League school typically ranked
among the top two or three
colleges in the nation,Ó says
Bishop.  ÒHis academic rating was
so high that they ignored his
personal rating, and most likely,
the high school never told them
how withdrawn he was.Ó  The
Cornell Hotel School, he says,
would never have admitted him
based on personal attributes.

But schools shouldnÕt rely only
on personal traits, warns Bishop.
Admission ofÞces should use all
criteria available to them. 

BishopsÕ years of research 
have paid off.  HeÕs successfully
redesigned his personal assessment
tool to reßect CreightonÕs liberal
arts characteristics and values.  In fact,
the school puts so much value on personal
attributes, it now gives 20 percent of
merit awards based on the personal
assessment results.  Bishop predicts that
that percentage will eventually rise to a
third of all money awarded.

Similar to Bishop, David Brodigan,
director of institutional research at
Williams College (Williamstown,
Mass.), has been studying student
typologies and retention for more than a
decade.  He began his research at
Carleton College (NorthÞeld, Minn.) by
surveying prospective and current
students about their activities, learning
preferences and long-term goals. 

After analyzing their answers, he
discovered he could characterize most
students into Þve ÒdimensionsÓ:
artistically inclined, business oriented,

socially concerned, politically oriented
and recognized authority.  He could
then predict which of these personality
types were the happiest and which
made best use of the major academic
learning and personal development

resources at Carleton.  Brodigan realized
that if he could translate his Þndings
into concrete measures, colleges could
use the results to allocate resources,
develop marketing strategies and,
perhaps most interestingly, inform
admission criteria.

ÒAdmission ofÞcers put a lot of faith
in the ACT and SAT, and, for many,
those tests have served them well,Ó says
Brodigan.  ÒBut I discovered it would
be helpful to understand the interests
and personal goals of students back
when they initially inquired, and then,
to use that information in making wise
admission decisions.Ó

He thought including student
typologies as a key element in
admission decisions could help create a
student body in which the social,
recreational, academic and personal

goals of students closely match college
resources.  And by taking into account
the Þve student types, colleges could
optimize the relative proportions of the
types and maintain a kind of student-
type equilibrium. 

ÒThere is plenty of reason to
believe that a good Þt between
available resources and student
types will result in good
retention,Ó he says.  ÒMore
students will stay when the
available resources fully
correspond to their varied
interests, pursuits and needs.Ó 

A Twist on the
Traditional

Many schools that use
traditional methods of evaluation
are giving subjective criteria a
more pivotal role in applicant
decisions.  Using a balance of
objective and subjective criteria,
these schools are practicing
multiple application reviews and
analyzing the entire Þle to Þnd
the perfect match.

Even at a school like Vanderbilt
University (Nashville, Tenn.), which
received 11,000 applications last year,
at least three admission staff members
read each application.  William Shain,
dean of undergraduate admissions, says,
without exception, students must prove
theyÕre academically qualiÞed, but once
over that hurdle, the subjective criteria
can make a difference. 

Shain, who has watched studentsÕ
academic qualiÞcations soar in the last
Þve years, reports that students who are
now in the bottom of the class
academically at Vanderbilt would have
ranked in the middle four years ago.
HeÕs relieved studentsÕ scores are so
high, because, unlike less selective
schools that feel pressure to create 
a good image for guidebooks and
national rankings, his department 

“Admission officers put a lot of
faith in the ACT and SAT, and,
for many, those tests have served
them well.  But I discovered it

would be helpful to understand the
interests and personal goals of

students back when they initially
inquired, and then, to use that
information in making wise

admission decisions.”
ÑD AVID BRODIGAN

Director of Institutional Research 
at Williams College 

(Williamstown, Mass.)
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can now focus on studentsÕ nonacademic
achievements.

ÒThereÕs no question weÕre looking
for students with more depth,Ó he says
ÒWhen youÕre in a higher admit rate
thereÕs a tendency to assume, ÔWell, the
kidÕs in the top 10 percent of the
class, the testing looks good, so
that one is Þne.Õ  The more
selective you get, the more youÕre
looking at three or four kids like
that and trying to Þgure out
which one has more of the non-
quantitative, positive aspects.Ó

Shain says he has mixed
feelings about number-based
success.  ÒItÕs exciting because you
feel like youÕre serving your
institution really well, and on the
other hand, you donÕt have room
for a whole lot of other kids you
used to like and still do.Ó 

When asked for his thoughts
on the increasing number of schools
going test optional, Shain says itÕs
unclear to him why schools choose that
route.  Although he agrees that one of
the most difÞcult challenges for
admission ofÞces is rating so many
variables, he questions whether
eliminating test scores really helps.
ÒMy sense is that anything in the Þle
might be misleading.  One reason we
have so many different indices is so that
you can look at all of them and assess
what combination is the most fair and
accurate way to view the candidate.Ó 

Like Shain, Georgeanne Porter,
director of admissions at the University
of Missouri (Columbia, Mo.), also gives
careful review to an enormous volume
of applicants.  Her institutionÕs
admission policy is so straightforward,
she says, students know if they can 
get in just by looking at the schoolÕs
web site.  Based on a sliding scale
combination of test scores and class
rank, students have the power of self-

evaluation, and the school is able to
accommodate all qualiÞed to attend.

And, if a student does not meet the
admission criteria, the admission ofÞce
will look at the studentÕs quality of 
high school coursework, grades and

recommendations and try to determine
if the student will be successful at
Missouri.  The university also
encourages students to retake the
standardized test or prove their abilities
by taking a course at the university.

ÒWe feel weÕre about as simpliÞed 
as any process in the country and
sometimes that can work to our
detriment,Ó says Porter.  ÒPeople say
ÔWell, I know IÕll be admitted to
Mizzou,Õ but that doesnÕt bother me.  
I think thatÕs a service to our citizens.Ó

Making the Cut
With this laundry list of criteria, 

itÕs impossible not to ask how todayÕs
students are positioning themselves 
to improve their odds.  Education
consultants and guidance counselors
emphasize the importance of having 
it all. 

School Counselor Denise Cochran at
Rosemount High School (Rosemount,
Minn.) says her counseling experiences

mirror NACACÕs survey Þndings:  most
schools look Þrst at academics and test
scores and then at more subjective
criteria.  Working with 150 seniors a
year, she Þnds most students are asked
to prove curriculum rigor and academic

achievement to admission
reviewers.  However, in a few
cases, students set themselves
apart through compelling essays
about difÞcult life experiences.

Once you look beyond the 
top 50 colleges in the country,
Education Consultant Suzanne
Luse, of Suzanne Luse and
Associates in Eagan, Minn., has
found subjective criteria can play
an important role for students,
regardless of grades or test scores.
She is currently guiding
approximately 60 students
through the college admission
processÑa process that can begin

with students as young as ninth grade.
She helps clients create step-by-step
plans for getting into the college of
their choice, including choosing the
right curriculum, participating in
extracurricular activities and developing
topics for their essay.

She recently worked with a student
who had set his sights on a highly
selective college with a top-notch
writing program.  Unfortunately, his
grades and test scores were not
impressive, but his writing ability
made up for it.  As part of his
application, he included a bound
portfolio of his poetry with a
personally drawn cover page and cover
letter that reflected his passion. 

ÒHis cover letter told them they
didnÕt need to read everything.  This
[portfolio] really gives them a picture of
how he thinks about the world and how
heÕd like to continue writing poetry
through his journey through college;
itÕs how he records his life,Ó says Luse. 

“We feel we’re about as simplified 
as any process in the country and
sometimes that can work to our
detriment.  People say ‘Well, I

know I’ll be admitted to Mizzou,’
but that doesn’t bother me.  I think

that’s a service to our citizens.”
ÑG EORGEANNEPORTER

Director of Admissions at the 
University of Missouri

(Columbia, Mo.)
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The admission committee was
impressed enough to admit him.  His
strategy wouldnÕt have been appropriate
to send to an MIT or similarly non-arts-
focused school, says Luse, but when
applying to a school where writing is an
essential component of education,
innovative material can give students a
leg up.

Even students with top scores and
grades often need to set themselves
apart when applying to highly selective

schools.  Luse is currently mentoring a
junior in high school whoÕs determined
to go to a leading engineering school.
And even though his grades and test
scores are high, she speculates heÕll still
need to set himself apart from other
equally qualiÞed candidates.  So, heÕs
started a regularly attended robotics
club thatÕs overrun with techie kids
desperate for a creative outlet.  She
speculates that, come application time,
heÕll have no trouble getting in.

Beyond the Ordinary
Students arenÕt the only ones taking

extra steps in the admission process;
many schools have also adopted unique
programs and criteria. 

Franklin W. Olin College of
Engineering (Needham, Mass.), a new
engineering school with a strong liberal
arts and business curriculum, invites
Þnal admission applicants to one of 
two Candidates Weekends so the
committee can make its Þnal selection.

To help select Þrst-year students, St. Olaf College
(NorthÞeld, Minn.) relies on a ÒmodiÞed committee

processÓ with a unique personal touch.  ÒIn our system,
every applicant gets an admission counselor as an
advocate,Ó says St. Olaf College Director of Admissions Jeff
McLaughlin.  ÒItÕs very time consuming, but thereÕs an
advantage to having people who know students very well
and who pitch them very well.Ó

ItÕs the admission counselorÕs job to do a thorough Þrst
read of a Þle.  Then the counselor pitches the applicant to 
a larger committee and outlines all of the reasons he or 
she should be accepted.  If the applicant isnÕt accepted at
that time, the Þle may be reviewed up to six more times.
For St. Olaf, this process of individual review and reßection
has helped build strong student bodies and graduate
exceptional students.

Case in point:  alumnus Vui MaiÕs application revealed
weak SAT scores and poor high-school English grades.  
A more thorough look uncovered the 2000 graduate 
had exceeded the collegeÕs two-page admission essay
requirement by six pages.  He couldnÕt condense his solo
childhood ßight from a Vietnamese refugee camp, his
experiences learning English and American culture in
small-town Minnesota and his desire to go to St. Olaf and
then onto medical school into less than eight pages. 

Ò[Mai] is a great example of why you should ignore
numbers,Ó says McLaughlin. ÒWe knew this guy was going
to be successful.  We [just felt] lucky to have him.Ó

McLaughlin looks for students who will thrive at his
institution, and an interview can clarify questionable cases.

ÒAn interview gives us a chance to ßush out the application
because you can actually ask a student ÔWhy are you
getting a C in math?Õ  The horrible excuses are, ÔI didnÕt
feel like trying or the teacher was bad.Õ  The great ones 
are, ÔItÕs just not my thing, and IÕm really working hard,ÕÓ
says McLaughlin.

Like most colleges and universities, St. Olaf is
struggling to become more diverse.  A proposed
component of the schoolÕs Þve-year strategic plan is to
develop a diversity recruitment effort and become the
college of choice for locally based Hmong-American and
Somali populations. 

To admit some of these applicants, McLaughlin says 
it will be important to look beyond the numbers.  For
example, he sees students in the inner-city schools in 
the top 10 percent of their class with scores of 19 on 
their ACTs.

ÒTheyÕve done well on everything thatÕs been asked of
them, and it feels like a penalty to tell them, ÔYou didnÕt 
do well enough on your standardized test [to get into 
St. Olaf],ÕÓ says McLaughlin.  ÒSo, we take into account
whether theyÕre the Þrst person in their family to go to
college or whether English is their Þrst language.  WeÕll
make the argument that those kids have the skills to thrive
here, itÕs just that they havenÕt had the chance.Ó 

According to McLaughlin, thatÕs where recommendations
and interviews come into play:  ÒSome of those students
show up in your ofÞce and you can see the desire in 
their eyes in a way you donÕt in very polished, suburban
students.Ó

A n  E va l u a t i o n  P r o c e s s  t h a t  P r o m o t e s  D i v e r s i t y

By Suzanne Richards



An Open-Door Policy
So, what do all of these variables 

and changing priorities mean for the
future of college admissions? 

At this point, itÕs difÞcult to say 
with any certainty.  Clearly, 
some schools are creating new
strategies and analyzing students
in innovative ways.  The
introduction of the revised, less
bubble-oriented SAT in 2005
suggests even old empirical
standards are being replaced 
with new ones.  And, with many
colleges in the hot seat for legacy
initiatives and the Supreme Court
ruling pending in the University
of MichiganÕs afÞrmative action
case, the world of college
admissions is poised for change.  

Whatever the catalyst for
these changes, it seems that one thing
remains constant:  institutionsÕ primary
goal of creating and retaining an
academically capable, well-rounded
student body. 

Like many people, Kristof thinks the
ever-increasing public scrutiny and the
fading mystique of college admission
decisions is a good sign.  ÒI think the
openness is healthy,Ó she says.  ÒWeÕre
being asked over and over again about
process and the decisions that we make
and why we make them.  ItÕs a good
dialogue for the country to have.Ó 

are extremely positive, but a select
number provide insight into a studentÕs
character.

ÒThe parentsÕ letters are so rich in
context they help us understand the

bigger picture,Ó says Kristof.
ÒSometimes parents will give you those
little kernels of detailÑmom had cancer
and the student was just so helpful at
home in these 10 waysÑin a way a
teacher or guidance counselor wouldnÕt
know about.Ó  That understanding can
provide perspective on a studentÕs
ability to face challenges or link a bad
grade to something that happened at
home.  Although she says the
recommendation rarely is a deciding
admission factor, it can be a valuable
component.
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The 150 students, who have already
passed stringent academic requirements,
come to the campus for a weekend of
design exercises, team presentations,
individual interviews and information
sessions.  CandidatesÕ admission
Þles are locked away, and
committees composed of a faculty,
staff and student member get to
know prospective students and
help make Þnal admission
decisions based on studentsÕ
character and skills. 

ÒWe really get to know our
[applicants] much better,Ó says
Charles Nolan, dean of admission.
ÒWe get to know them as
peopleÑmeasuring among other
things, their collaborative and
communications skills, their poise
and their maturity.Ó

Other schools glean insight into
applicants through customized twists on
standard admission criteria.  Harriet L.
Wilkes Honors College of Florida
Atlantic University (Jupiter, Fla.) asks
for a recommendation from someone
other than a teacher or counselor,
suggesting a friend or classmate. 

According to Kerry Rosen, director
of admissions at Florida Atlantic, these
letters are often the most helpful
recommendations they receive.  Instead
of simply listing the qualities of a
student as is done in many teacher
recommendations, classmates give
anecdotesÑgood and badÑthat provide
insight into a studentÕs character.  ÒYou
tend to trust [these letters] because they
seem so candid, unaffected and
unpolished, even though theyÕre very
well written,Ó says Rosen.

Smith College (Northampton,
Mass.) Þnds a similar beneÞt in
requiring recommendations from
parents.  Karen Kristof, associate
director of admission, says, as you might
imagine, most parent recommendations

“We really get to know our
[applicants] much better.  We get

to know them as people—
measuring among other things,

their collaborative and
communications skills, their poise

and their maturity.”
ÑC HARLESNOLAN

Dean of Admission at 
Franklin W. Olin College of Engineering

(Needham, Mass.)
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Colleges are in Crisis as
Costs Increase

College costs are spinning out of
control, and funding is in retreat.  An
April 28, 2003 special report in Business
Week discussed some of the fundamental
changes colleges are facing as a result.

Patrick Callan, president of the
National Center for Public Policy &
Higher Education, says college costs
Òare rising faster than any other major
sector of the economy except health
care.Ó  Colleges and universities
everywhere are being threatened by
escalating costs, diminished revenues,
and a troubling inability to manage the
crisis.  Many factors are responsible,
including some created by the
institutions themselves, from huge
inefÞciencies to rampant tuition
discounting at many private colleges.

The countryÕs 1,600-plus private
colleges are crimped by falling
endowments and donations, just as
more students are unable or unwilling
to pay the full retail price. While the
elite schools have massive endowments
that largely insulate them from the
squeeze, many poorer private colleges
are trying frantically to keep up.
Indeed, in early April, MoodyÕs
Investors Service downgraded the debt
of 18 private colleges, the largest
number in years.  (See articles, page 
10 and 24.)  Meanwhile, public
universities and community colleges,
where 80 percent of undergraduates are
enrolled, are having to shoulder the
expense of a tidal wave of new students,
as the children of baby boomers hit
college age.  

States are scaling back support,
increasingly pushing the burden of
paying for a degree onto students.
Those from low-income families 
may be hit hardest of all.  Dwindling
funds for financial aid programs, 
which lag behind exploding tuition
costs, only exacerbate the problem.
ÒWe are heading toward reduced
access, reduced quality, and reduced
competitiveness in the international
economy,Ó warns David Ward,
president of the American Council 
on Education (ACE). If more 
students canÕt afford a BA, more 
white-collar jobs could flow to
countries like India, with fast-growing
educated workforces.  Worries 
Patrick Callan: ÒThis may be the 
first generation in American history
that wonÕt be better educatedÓ than 
its predecessors.

The solution isnÕt simple.  College
spending has been climbing at a 6
percent annual pace, more than twice
the pace of inßation.  Part of whatÕs

driving up spending is simply that
there are more brains to educate.
Undergraduate enrollment has climbed
by 8 percent since 1999, to more than
13 million, requiring more teachers,
labs and classrooms.  Another factor is
the mounting expense of cutting-edge
subjects such as molecular biology and
genomics, as well as rising costs of more
traditional courses.  ÒMuch of our
enrollment growth has been in Þelds
that are more expensive to teach,Ó 
says Michael F. Middaugh, University 
of DelawareÕs vice-president for
institutional research.

But thereÕs one cost the countryÕs
elite colleges, at least, canÕt seem to
tame: Òthe ruinously expensive race to
boost prestige,Ó as author William
Symonds put it.  The wealthy ones are
almost obsessed in their drive to attract
high school grads with the best grades
and test scores, thereby climbing up the
inßuential college rankings.  The top
hundred or so schools, public and
private alike, try to match or even top
one another with fancy facilities, famous
professors and generous Þnancial-aid
programs.  Such competition pushes up
the cost of higher education by up to
two percentage points a year, estimates
James E. Morley, president of the
National Association of College and
University Business OfÞcers
(NACUBO).

The Þnancial drain is worse when
aid is used as a competitive weapon.
Most of it still goes to poor and middle-
class students, but about one-third is

L E T T E R S  A N D  C O M M E N TA R Y

In this issue ofThe Lawlor Review, we present an assortment of noteworthy, 
recent articles related to the topics of admission, recruiting and marketing. 



[ 2 4 ]© The Lawlor Review Spring 2003

now used for pure merit grants.  These
discounts further undercut revenue: 
The average private college rebates fully
40 percent of its tuition income to
students, up from 25 percent in 1990,
says Mercy College President Dr. Lucie
Lapovsky, who conducts an annual survey
of the practice for NACUBO. ÒItÕs
become a vicious cycle,Ó she laments.

At a time when tuition covers only
about a third of total costs, colleges have
to depend on government subsidies 
and private donations to make up the
balance.  This is increasingly difÞcult, as

endowments have plunged by 10
percent in the past two years, the Þrst
two-year decline in 25 years.  ThatÕs
partly because the fallen stock market is
undercutting collegesÕ investment
holdings.  But new donations fell 1.2
percent last year, to $24 billion, the Þrst
drop in 15 years, according to a recent
survey by the RAND Corp.  So while
colleges are sitting on $50 billion more
than they had four years ago, they still
must adjust.

If the private colleges are struggling,
the public ones are hurting that much

more.  State spending on higher
education inched up just 1.2 percent in
the current academic year.  Next year, as
states face collective deÞcits of some $70
billion, the number is likely to head
down for the Þrst time in a decade.  
The regional systems, which serve 3.5
million students, including many
immigrant and blue-collar youth, still
rely on the states for 40 percent of their
budgets.  Community colleges are more
vulnerable since they get up to 80
percent of their funds from state and
local governments.  Yet these schools
will bear the brunt of the coming
enrollment boom. 

Add it all up, and thereÕs a growing
danger that higher education will be
less able to deliver on its historic
promise of providing a ticket up the
socioeconomic ladder.  Instead of giving
motivated students the chance to offset
the disadvantages of poverty, college
will Òbecome one more force toward
stratiÞcation,Ó says Williams College
President Dr. Morton O. Schapiro.

As the U.S. system of higher
education heads into the 21st century,
the challenges are clear.  Do taxpayers
come up with more money for colleges,
demanding in return better-run systems
and more accountability?  Or should
fewer kids aim for a college degree?
With a Þnancial crisis looming, these
tough questions are becoming ever 
more urgent.

For the full story, see the April 28, 2003,
Business WeekSpecial Report titled
“Colleges in Crisis” by William C. Symonds.

College Credit Ratings 
Fall as Budgets Tighten

MoodyÕs Investors Service
downgraded the credit ratings of 11
colleges and universities in April, nearly
three times what MoodyÕs reported for
the same period last year, and more than
Þve times as many as in the Þrst quarter
of 2001. 

Ode to an Admissions Officer
By Allison Bishop

O graying god on throne of ivy 
Your marble vaults adorned with pleas denied 

The echoes of an absent plenty 
Their humble hopes in thee have died. 

O keeper of gate and digger of graves 
Wise in choices of tested time 
Grant us merciful sanctuary 

In hallowed halls of knowledge divine. 

O Þnger of lightening that strikes as from heaven 
Omnipotent in power and design 

Who reveals to us the desperate meaning 
Of the elapse of a few months time. 

Your priestly collar is but a necktie 
Your testament but a letter in the mail 

But your word still stands forever 
Etched indelibly in all successful tales. 

Do not drink too steeply of your own power 
Do not forget your humble birth 

Remember always that time circles 
And you were once a youth of worth 

Who, faced with this same challenging task 
Cast his soul unabashed as a net into the sea 

And caught a lucky Þsh of chance 
That allowed all of this to be. 

Allison Bishop is a theoretical mathematics major at Princeton University (Princeton,
N.J.).  She is the daughter of Don Bishop, associate vice president for enrollment
management at Creighton University (Omaha, Neb.).
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According to an April 15, 2003,
article in The New York Times, the
downgrades reßect the competing
pressures on private colleges to spend
heavily on their campuses despite
waning endowments, to keep classrooms
Þlled amid competition from public
universities and to raise tuition without
frightening away students who seem to
be more price-conscious than ever.

ÒFor small, less-wealthy colleges
there is deÞnite concern,Ó said Naomi
Richman, head of MoodyÕs higher
education rating team. ÒMost
institutions will get through this period
and remain strong, but there are some
that are facing real strain.Ó 

The ratings offer a Þscal barometer
for colleges in a trying economy.  Chief
among college presidentsÕ concerns is
the fate of endowments, a principal
source of revenue for colleges that has
continued to dwindle with the sagging
stock market.  In addition, widespread
budget shortfalls have yielded even
higher tuition increases.  Nearly a third
of the colleges MoodyÕs rated run
operating deÞcits from one year to the
next, making some combination of
cutbacks and higher price tags virtually
inevitable. 

For all their Þnancial troubles,
colleges are borrowing more money to
beautify their campuses than they did
in ßusher times, mostly to ensure a
steady ßow of students.  In the Þrst
quarter of 2003, universities took on
more than $5.5 billion worth of debt,
MoodyÕs reported, a 58 percent increase
over the same period last year, and more
than twice as much debt as in the Þrst
quarter of 2001.  ÒWe have to maintain
our competitive edge,Ó said Helen
Ouellette, Williams CollegeÕs treasurer.

For the full story, please see the April 15,
2003 New York Timesarticle titled
“Squeezed Colleges See Credit Ratings Drop”
by Greg Winter.

Saturday Diary: My
Daughter Deserves the
Absolute Best College,
Which May Be the Problem 

My daughter and I are standing 
at a pasta bar, on the campus of the
University of Pennsylvania in
Philadelphia, when the chef asks what
pasta I would like as my main course. 

They all look scrumptious, but I
Þnally settle on penne among the four
alternatives before me. 

ÒAnd sauce?Ó 
This is more confusing, as there are

six options from which to choose, four
red, two white. 

ÒMarinara,Ó I reply. 
The Òdining hallÓÑdo they still call

it that?Ñresembles the food court at
your local mall. 

In addition to the pasta station,
thereÕs one for sushi; Mexican; deli-style
sandwiches; grilled burgers, Þsh and
chicken; and salads and vegetables. In
other words, not your fatherÕs college,
which makes sense because my father
didnÕt attend one, and not my college
either. 

The array of choice seems an
appropriate motif for the day, if not for
an entire generation. The children who
depart for college this fall have chosen
among myriad possibilities their entire
lives, so why would amenities amid the
ivy-covered walls of the pampered Ivy
League be any different? 

DonÕt get me wrong. Like other
baby boom parents, I want the absolute
best for my children, which is no doubt
why weÕre here this day. Cara worked
incredibly hard in high school, pulling
more all-nighters in one semester than I
did in four years of college, and I am
proud of her. I donÕt begrudge for a
moment, NOT ONE MOMENT, the
considerable sums Penn will soon
extract from mom and pop (and Cara
too) for membership in its club. 

But I am ambivalent. Everything
about college admissionsÑthe absurd
costs, the amenities that seem to
reinforce a sense of entitlement, the
overwhelming nannyism that caters to
every need, the idiotic importance
parents (me included) place on getting
into the ÒrightÓ schoolÑprovokes
mixed feelings. 

Having now guided two children
through the process, IÕll confess that
much about college admissions
mystiÞes me. Like why certain colleges
are considered ÒhotÓ schools. Or the
effect such factors as ÒlegacyÓ can have
on admittance. 

The application process itself
conjures up many emotions, many of
them badÑpride, envy, anger,
resentment. And thatÕs just with your
children. IÕve known parents who paid
consultants thousands of dollars to
dispense advice on admissions and
testing strategies. The latest fad is tour
operators that specialize in campus
visitations. For a few thou, you can buy
your kid a week on a bus that will tour
as many as three campuses a day, to
sample the food, interview admissions
ofÞcers and sit in on classes. 

Going to college, it turns out, is the
same as buying a luxury carÑthe only
difference being itÕs four cars, and each
year one gets driven off a cliff. 

What happened to the good old
days, when, except for paying the bills,
parents were indifferent to your choice
of a college?  Back then, the first time
you saw the campus was when you
showed upÑand the bus parents put
you on was the one taking you to
school, as they waved goodbye. 

In my own case, that was not far
from reality, which likely explains why
IÕm a bit loopy on this subject. 

My father (God rest his soul) was 
a frugal man. Frugal to the point of



neurosis would be more accurate. His
frugality was such that when he took a
shower, heÕd take a bucket in with him
to keep the water from washing down
the drain. HeÕd later empty the contents
in the garden. His frugality extended to
the purchase of night lodgings, which
was anathema to his being. When the
time arrived in 1974 to deposit me at
Allegheny College in Meadville, we
arose at the appointed hour (3 a.m.) for
the seven-hour drive from northern
New Jersey, so he could immediately
turn around and return home all in 
one day. 

As I tell Cara this story, while
driving to Philadelphia during our
recent trip there for Penn Preview 
Days, itÕs clear that more than a
generation separates us. She visited
seven campuses in her college search,
which is pretty typical nowadays. 

The idea of not having visited your
prospective college at all before arrival
is as incomprehensible to her as staying
at a motel was to my father. 

I have no doubt, though, that 
Cara is healthier mentally and better
prepared for the transition to college
life having visited Penn twice before
she arrives. SheÕs better off not
experiencing the anxiety I felt my 
first day at Allegheny. 

Still, thereÕs something inside me
that thinks suffering has its rewards,
and that Cara and her brother and
sister have had it too easy. (IÕm sure, 
if you asked them, theyÕd say theyÕve
sacrificed plenty, as I thought I had 
at their age, much to my fatherÕs
disbelief.) 

Adversity builds character and self-
reliance, all those good Midwest and
New England virtues (which even a kid

from New Jersey can appreciate).
Besides, if thereÕs no gain from pain,
then why, for heavenÕs sake, did I have
to experience it? 

Of course, thatÕs just my inner self
talking. Every parent wants the best
for his or her child, which is at once
the desire and the dilemma. The best
just seems to get better, and better,
and better. And by providing it, you
wonder if youÕre doing more harm 
than good. 

Near the end of our day at Penn, as
Cara and I sat in a lounge reviewing
the pros and cons of various dorms,
two students, overhearing our
conversation, gave us the lowdown 
on housing. 

The pairÑa sophomore pre-med
from Kansas and a freshman pre-law
from New YorkÑwere wonderful
ambassadors for their school. Polite,
friendly, normal, with not a hint of
elitist pretension, they were just plain
nice kids. 

Later, over dinner, when Cara 
asked me to name my favorite moment
of the day, this was mine, for it helped
relieve my college-admissions anxiety.
I left the campus feeling, with some
degree of confidence, that my
daughterÕs choice of Penn had been 
a good decision, and that sheÕll be
happy there. 

ThereÕs one more thing worth
noting, by the way: the penne I ate 
for lunch was deliciousÑand it was
free. Sort of.

Reprinted from a May 10, 2003, Pittsburgh
Post-Gazettearticle by Tom O’Boyle.

Correction
In the Winter 2003 issue of 

The Lawlor Review, Carol WasdenÕs 
title was incorrectly listed:  Her 
title is Associate Director in the
Boston University Office of
Admissions.
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