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VOLUME XIII, NUMBER 2 Looking Beyond the Headlines

ItÕs almost impossible to open a newspaper these days without running across 

a troubling headline on higher education. ÒPublic University Tuition Rises

Sharply Again for Õ04.Ó ÒBill Clears Way for Government to Cut Back College

Loans.Ó ÒUgly.Ó That one-word headline ran with an editorial that took 

Congress to task for a spending bill that includes proposed cutbacks in Pell

Grant funding. 

Though upbeat headlines are hard to come by, the headline ÒIvy League for

Free? ItÕs PossibleÓ might count as one. But how many students are actually

headed to Harvard, Princeton or BrownÑthe institutions that have replaced

loans for needy students with scholarships? 

None of this is news to anyone working in higher education. The more

compelling story concerns the toll that expanding costs and shrinking aid are

taking on students and their families. In this issue of The Lawlor Review, writer

Lynne Lipkind tells us that many of them are going deep into debt to pay for a

college diploma. Students will be saddled with debt long into their adult lives,

which has ramiÞcations for the education of future generations. While debt is on

everybodyÕs radar screen, Lynne writes that nobody is sure what it portends. 

On the tech side, the picture is clearer. In ÒMaking Your Web Log Work for

You,Ó Virginia Buege, a higher education web site and marketing consultant,

writes about the ins and outs of web analytics. Any college or university that has

incorporated the web into institutional marketing and branding will want to

read her account of how to gauge the effectiveness of that cyber presence. 

This issue also includes a conversation with James Twitchell, author of

ÒBranded Nation: The Marketing of Megachurch, College Inc., and

Museumworld.Ó He argues that the college admission frenzy has led to

competitive branding, which has created Òa marketing nightmare for all.Ó 

Yet he remains an optimist about higher education. ÒOur culture,Ó he says, 

Òis much better for having these wonderfully exciting institutions.Ó

Coping with debt. Getting a Þx on technology. Curbing the competitive

frenzy. Those are big challenges for even the most intractable optimist. Heading

into spring semester it would be nice to think that, as the days grow longer, theyÕll

grow brighter, too, and the good headlines will start to outweigh the bad.

Miriam Karmel

L E T T E R  F R O M  T H E  E D I T O R
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When the College Board
released its annual survey

last fall, it sounded like one of those
good news/bad news stories. The
bad news: public university tuition
rose sharply again by an average 
of 10.5 percent. At privates it
increased an average of 6 percent, and
9 percent at community colleges,
one of the steepest rises in a decade.
The good news? Graduates with a
bachelorÕs degree could expect to
earn 73 percent more than a high
school graduate over their lifetimes,
adding a million dollars to their
total earnings. 

That earnings Þgure might be
small consolation to the hundreds of
thousands of low-income students
who could see their Pell Grant money
scaled back if the government
changes its formula for college aid
this year. Small consolation, too, to
the 1.2 million low-income students
who, according to the American
Council on Education, could see their
grants cut. Even the students from the
vast middle class might take small

comfort in that earnings Þgure, since
their families are increasingly reluctant
to foot the tuition bill.

WhatÕs more, those higher earnings
could be eaten up by the growing debt
that students are assuming to pay for an

education. As the College Board
reports, last year loans became a
much bigger piece of the Þnancial
aid puzzle, making up almost 50
percent more of the total pool than
grants. Those loans, averaging
about $20,000 per student, will
take years to repay. 

The expectation that students
will incur debt is a relatively new
phenomenon. And the notion that
debt from college loans will saddle
so many graduates for a signiÞcant
period of their adult lives is an 
even newer one. ItÕs so new, in 
fact, that experts are still pondering
the implications. Interviews 
with Þnancial ofÞcers, college
administrators and higher
education policy analysts raised
more questions than answers about
the repercussions of this mounting

debt load. One question on everyoneÕs
mind is how to create a more equitable
system of higher education, but most of
what resounds is deep uncertainty about
what this debt portends.

© The Lawlor Review Winter 2005

A college degree has been called the gateway to the middle class, but that

degree has never been harder to pay for. Even those already comfortably

ensconced in the middle class face questions about how to pay for the degree

and how much, if any, debt to incur. This has left many colleges fearful that

some prospective students, especially those who are wondering whether to

attend at all, will simply opt out of the system rather than incur debt. 

True, the earning power of a college graduate outstrips that of a high school

graduate. But is there a limit to how much debt one should incur to 

achieve that higher earning power? And what are the consequences 

of that debt, for both the individual and society? 

DEBTOR NATION
H o w  P e r s o n a l  D e b t  i s  A f f e c t i n g  H i g h e r  E d u c a t i o n

by Lynne Lipkind
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What the experts do see is a trend 
in which lower-income families, 
many of whose members lack a higher
education, are unwilling to borrow. 
At the same time, many families 
who appear able to afford the
mushrooming college costs are
bucking tradition by showing a
reluctance to pay for their
childrenÕs education. Meanwhile,
students who are willing to
assume educational loans are
borrowing increasingly large
sums, not only to attend college,
but also to maintain a high
standard of living while in college. 

Experts fear that the poorest
studentsÑwho comprise the growing
demographicÑmay opt out of the
system because of cost. At the same
time, observers donÕt know how the
middle class will handle the
combination of student loans and credit
card debt that they take on to maintain
an inßated standard of living. This is a
story about debt growing bigger and
biggerÑand about the uncertain
ramiÞcations of deep indebtedness. 

Changing Times
Until quite recently, there was an

expectation that students would repay
tuition loans within 10 years. After
that, you hopefully started saving for
your childrenÕs education, says Jamie 
M. Wolfe, chief Þnancial ofÞcer at
NorthStar, an educational lending
institution in St. Paul, Minn. Not
anymore. ÒTodayÕs grads,Ó says Wolfe,
Òare still going to be paying for their
loans when their kids are in college.Ó 

Will that debt load threaten 
the appeal and the value of the
baccalaureate degree? Nobody knows.
But Jon McGee, vice president for
institutional planning, research and
communication at the College of Saint
Benedict & Saint JohnÕs University 
(St. Joseph and Collegeville, Minn.),
suggests that a certain amount of debt
can be tolerated as a means to an end.
ItÕs important, he says, to bear in mind
that colleges and universities offer a

unique, valuable product. ItÕs up 
to schools to deliver this message,
especially at a time when too many 
seats may be chasing too few students,
McGee continues, adding that the

viability of post-secondary institutions
hinges on a schoolÕs ability to capture
and maintain studentsÕ interest. The
stakes are high in this business, McGee
says, because higher education is not a
Òrepeat customerÓ industry; for most
people an undergraduate education is a
Òsingle lifetime purchase.Ó 

Patrick Callan agrees that education
is a sound investment, yet he would like
to see more research done on how it
feels for studentsÑand for familiesÑto
begin college by borrowing such large
sums and then to graduate with such
imposing debt. ÒWhatÕs it like to be
nervous about grad school, [to] marry
someone with debt, or to [wonder]
whether you can buy a house or a car
when youÕre trying to raise a family?Ó
asks Callan, who is president of the
National Center for Public Policy and
Higher Education in San Jose, Calif. 

While we may not yet have the
answers to CallanÕs questions, we do
know this: Nationally, the average
undergraduate debt load reached
$18,900 in 2002, according to the most
recent Nellie Mae survey. At Allegheny
College (Meadville, Pa.), for example,
the average indebtedness was 
$23,735 in 2004. But Scott Friedhoff,
AlleghenyÕs vice president for
enrollment, doesnÕt know if that Þgure
includes families leveraging their own
resources or if it represents largely low-
income students taking out substantial
loans. 

According to Frank Sachs, president
of the National Association for College
Admission Counseling (NACAC), the
double-digit tuition increases imposed
by many public universities are putting

families deeper in debt. In the
Nov./Dec. 2004 NACAC Bulletin,
Sachs notes that the typical public
university studentÕs family must
spend more than 28 percent of 
its annual income on tuition, 
and in some states, as much as 
34 percent. Those numbers 
may climb higher if Congress
eliminates the ability to
consolidate student loans at one

low interest rate in the reauthorized
Higher Education Act. ÒSubject to a
variable rate, this plan would add as
much as $5,500 to the average studentÕs
debt load,Ó writes Sachs, who is also
director of college counseling at The
Blake School (Minneapolis, Minn.). 

Robert Manning, special assistant 
to the provost at Rochester Institute 
of Technology (Rochester, N.Y.) and
author of ÒCredit Card Nation,Ó argues
that the debt load may actually be
greater than has been documented
because credit card debt doesnÕt 
Þgure into calculations of student
indebtedness, even though college
students are relying more on Òplastic
moneyÓ to Þnance an education. 

Callan agrees that the debt Þgure
could be even greater if Þrst-generation
college students decide to bite the
bullet and take out loans to pay for a
degree. But weÕre making it harder for
those students to jump in and earn that
degree. Callan cites studies showing
that more students over the past 
decade who have completed a rigorous,
comprehensive high school curriculum
are not going on to college. In fact, he
maintains that well-qualiÞed lower-
income students attend college in lower
numbers than their less-qualiÞed high-
income counterparts. He is surprised by
the bleakness of his own organizationÕs
2004 ÒReport Card,Ó a state-by-state
grading of higher education institutions
that measures affordability, among

© The Lawlor Review Winter 2005

“Today’s grads are still going to be
paying for their loans when their

kids are in college.”
ÑJ AMIE M. WOLFE

Chief Financial OfÞcer at NorthStar
(St. Paul, Minn.)
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other things. (Almost all of the states
earned an ÒFÓ for affordability.) The
most recent 10-year affordability study
showed to what degree Òwe have made
it harder for people to go to college,Ó
says Callan, who adds that this 
Òpretty stark pictureÓ promises 
to get worse. 

In the meantime, the debt load
is great enough that NorthStarÕs
Wolfe wonders whether the
aggregate obligation will have 
a ripple effect throughout the
economy. There are signs that it
will, he says. Then he explains the
loan industryÕs ÒmagicÓ formula in
which up to 40 percent of household
income can healthily support debt
payments, with 28 percent pegged 
to a mortgage. But as student loan
payments approachÑand in many 
cases exceedÑ12 percent of income, 
he says, ÒThere are bound to be future
repercussions.Ó (The online publication
Demos: A Network for Ideas & Action has
reported in an article titled ÒGeneration
Broke: The Growth of Debt Among
Young AmericansÓ that for all adults
between 25 and 34 years old, the
average credit-card-indebted household
spends nearly 24 percent of its income
on debt payments. The article may be
viewed online at http://www.demos-
usa.org/pub295.cfm.)

One solution to the growing debt
load would be for federal policy to
permit the repayment of educational
loans over a 30- or 40-year period. In
fact, due to a loophole in the law, this is
already happening. But Wolfe contends
that the option for graduates to delay
repayment could backÞre. ÒIn the
student loan world, people are now
consolidating their loans. This is smart
Þnancial strategy due to a government
error that allows them to lock in a Þxed
interest rate at less than 3 percent for 
up to 30 years,Ó he says. But in the 
long run, this may not be wholly
advantageous because it impacts on the
Òlife cycle.Ó In other words, as he sees it,
there is a proper time to be fulÞlling
past obligations, such as school loans,

and a proper time to be allocating
resources for the future, such as paying
for childrenÕs education and retirement.
An educational loan extended over three
or four decades would certainly limit
those future allocations.

Where are We Headed?
The way things are heading, the

debt load will not be getting any
lighter. Consider, for example, whatÕs
happening with Pell Grants. Funding
for the Pell Grant has been rising since
the early 1980s, but the grants are now
distributed to many more students and
the increases have not kept pace with
tuition, explains Donald Heller,
associate professor and senior research
associate at the Center for the Study of
Higher Education at the Pennsylvania
State University (University Park, Pa.).
At its peak in the late 1970s, the
maximum Pell Grant covered three-
fourths of the average cost of attending
a public university and one-third the
cost of a private institution. For the
2003-04 academic year, those numbers
were 23 percent and 9 percent,
respectively. (President Bush has
proposed freezing the maximum 
Pell Grant at $4,050, exactly where 
it has been for the past three years.)
Meanwhile, the Department of
EducationÕs new eligibility guidelines
have made it more difÞcult to qualify
for funding. 

At the same time, steep tuition
increases arenÕt likely to level off soon,
says David Ward, president of the
American Council on Education, who
has advocated for a public debate on
Òthe quiet cost-shifting from state

support to tuition that continues in far
too many states.Ó Ward told The New
York Times recently that without
renewed state aid, Òno amount of effort
by our institutions to raise revenue and
cut expenses will be able to preserve

affordable tuition formulas,
particularly at public colleges and
universities.Ó 

With tuition rising at public
institutions (10.5 percent this
year; 13 percent last year), more
students will be forced to borrow.
ÒWe back into this borrowing,
because itÕs the easy way out,Ó 
says Callan. ÒCutting state

appropriations and raising tuition
steeply have become standard
procedure,Ó he adds, noting that
regentsÕ boards and state legislatures
rarely ask ÔIf we raise tuition, how will
that affect debt?Õ Ó

WhoÕs Borrowing? 
Observers contend that lower-

income students are most victimized 
by institutional increases in non-
need-based aid and by the growing
expectation that they will take out 
loans to offset tuition hikes. These 
are the students who often have the
most difÞculty both matriculating and
completing their degrees for a variety of
reasons. Some do not place a high value
on a college degree. They typically donÕt
want to borrow money. They typically
are not offered grants. And they often
need to work so many hours that
academic success becomes improbable. 

There is already evidence that the
soaring cost of education, combined
with Þnancial aid cutbacks, has
threatened access for these students.
NACACÕs Sachs, who calls this combo a
Òsilent killer of dreams,Ó says that last
year it made college unaffordable for
more than 250,000 students. ÒI fear a
time when millions will Þnd higher
education an unattainable dream,Ó he
wrote in the recent NACAC Bulletin.

Students from the middle class 
donÕt face the same hurdles regarding

© The Lawlor Review Winter 2005

“I fear a time when millions 
will find higher education an

unattainable dream.”
ÑF RANK SACHS

President of the National Association for
College Admission Counseling (NACAC)
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the repayment of debt. ThereÕs little
evidence, says Penn StateÕs Heller, that
their families have trouble borrowing or
repaying the average debt of roughly
$20,000 per student. In general, the
middle class can afford to Þnance
student debt and has sufÞcient
experience with credit markets to
understand how the Þnancing process
works. (The only exceptions, says Tom
Mortenson, who is higher education
policy analyst at Postsecondary
Education OPPORTUNITY and senior
scholar for The Pell Institute for the

Study of Opportunity in Higher
Education, are women who stay home
with children and those who borrow
irresponsibly with credit cards.)

Not only can the middle class
effectively negotiate the system, it is
also more likely to appreciate the need
to do so. As Callan observes, when
thinking about the Þnancial future,
Òmost middle-income families
understand that the worst thing that
can happen to you is to not go to
college. Not too many things are
worseÑit has such an impact on your

ability to have a middle-class life in this
country. People will do what they have
to do.Ó Though he believes schools can
usually rely upon the public to tolerate
tuition increases, Callan worries about
how students and graduates experience
the repayment of substantial loans.

So does the appreciation for a higher
degree have its limits? McGee, for one,
has observed a growing reluctance on
the part of middle-class families to foot
the tuition bill. In his experience, some
students are borrowing more than they
should because their parents didnÕt

I f youÕve never borrowed money to buy a home, or even a
car, youÕre probably not going to borrow for a college

degree. And if you have borrowed, but have had bad
experiences with debtÑhaving furniture repossessed, 
for exampleÑyou probably wonÕt encourage your own
children to borrow. At least thatÕs the opinion of some
experts who have witnessed reluctance among lower-
income families to borrow for an education.  

Donald Heller, associate professor and senior research
associate at the Center for the Study of Higher Education
at the Pennsylvania State University (University Park, Pa.),
is among those who hold that view. However, he argues
that a fear of indebtedness might be tempered by a better
understanding of the nature of borrowing. Parents who
lack college degrees may not understand the distinction
between Òborrowing for investmentÓ and Òborrowing for
consumption.Ó 

Patrick Callan agrees. ÒDebt is a real inhibitor. We
know this,Ó says Callan, who is president of the National
Center for Public Policy and Higher Education. ÒFor some
minority groups, the idea of debt will keep them from
attending school.Ó He notes that Latinos are very averse to
Òbig-time debt,Ó and he argues that without socialization
into the American debt culture, debt will remain a real
inhibitor for many families. 

Those who are socialized into the Òdebt cultureÓ regard
debt as a means to a highly desirable end. But debt for the
poor is more Òa barrier than a vehicle to higher education,Ó
says Tom Mortenson. ÒPoor people are risk averse for
realistic, important reasons,Ó says Mortenson, who is
higher education policy analyst at Postsecondary Education

OPPORTUNITY and senior scholar for The Pell Institute
for the Study of Opportunity in Higher Education.

Risk aversion is hardly irrational. College debt does
pose a considerable risk for poor students, Heller notes.
The amount borrowed often increases from year to year
during college, and when studentsÑespecially those from
a debt-averse familyÑÒstart to see how much debt theyÕre
incurring, there are disincentives to continuing [to borrow].Ó

The danger of borrowing is often intensiÞed by the
inferior academic preparation many low-income students
receive, says Jamie M. Wolfe, chief Þnancial ofÞcer at
NorthStar in St Paul, Minn. ÒYou are setting them up for a
higher failure rate, making their investment even more risky.Ó 

But low-income students who do borrow and graduate
tend to lack recourse to the safety net available to many
middle-income students, says Scott Friedhoff, vice
president for enrollment at Allegheny College (Meadville,
Pa.). In that regard, low-income students remain Òthe ones
to worry about.Ó 

Robert Manning shares that concern. He cites his
recent study of credit card borrowing among poor students
at historically Black colleges who also have educational
loans, in which he found that high debt resulted in
increased work commitment and higher dropout rates.
When lower-income people take on debt they donÕt have
the luxury of turning to family for help, says Manning,
who is special assistant to the provost at the Rochester
Institute of Technology (Rochester, N.Y.). Instead, they are
required to work full time in college. ÒAnd when they drop
out, nobody sees if their grades were low or if it was
because of credit card debt.Ó

W h o Õ s  N o t  B o r r o w i n g ?

by Lynne Lipkind
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saveÑeither because they couldnÕt save
or they simply did not. The latter,
which might be construed as a
deliberate opting out of responsibility,
is a departure from the tradition in
which one generation deemed it
appropriate to pay for the
education of the next. 

In his book, ÒCredit Card
Nation,Ó Manning theorizes that
some middle- and even upper-
income parents are reluctant to
borrow for their kidsÕ college
educations because they didnÕt
have to borrow for their own
educations. But the world was 
a different place in their day,
Manning says. When the Boomers
were in college, they could make
tuition payments without parental
help and still make ends meet. In
2000, however, when the federal
minimum wage was $5.75 and
the student minimum wage was
$5.25, students needed to earn a
minimum of $15.42 per hour 
to match the earning power of their
parents in 1975.

This reluctance to foot the bill 
for higher education worries college
presidents and the Minnesota Private
College Council, Fund and Research
Foundation says James Day, founder 
and principal of Hardwick~Day, a
consulting Þrm that works with private
colleges and universities on Þnancial aid
and enrollment optimization. Day
characterizes this reluctance as Òa
cultural or attitudinal barrier, rather
than a Þnancial one.Ó Yet these
reluctant-to-pay parents still expect
their children to attend college. He
speaks of his surprise at a Þnding in 
the Hardwick~Day report, ÒHow
Minnesota Private College Students
Who Graduated in 2002 Paid For,
Experienced, and BeneÞted From
College,Ó that a full 24 percent of the
501 students interviewed classiÞed
themselves as Òself-pay.Ó Day suggests
that the very people who are unwilling
to fund their childrenÕs educations
nonetheless feel justiÞed in purchasing

a weekend cabin. As long as this
mentality persists, motivated kids will
Þnd it harder and harder to attend
college. And those who do Þnance their
education will be borrowing against
their futures. 

AlleghenyÕs Friedhoff has another
concern about these reluctant-to-pay
parents. These are the parents who
project an attitude of entitlement
toward private school Þnancial aid
ofÞcers. TheyÕre the ones who come 
off as wanting to spend less on their
children. Friedhoff says such attitudes
bespeak an effort to displace the blame
for their own unwillingness to Þnance 
a private education onto the private
college. 

Friedhoff adds that college-educated
parents who send their children to
public colleges because they cost less
than privates are in some cases also
making their children nervous about
borrowing. That fear is unfounded, as
well as unwise, he says. 

Bad Role Models
At the same time, these parents 

are setting a bad example for managing
debt, which in turn affects the way
students think about tuition loans and
general consumer debt. Manning, for
one, argues that too many parents pass

on their own Þnancial illiteracy, leaving
students unprepared for the Þscal
realities of life. He contends that
nobody is teaching studentsÑtwo-
thirds of whom had a credit card by 
the late Õ90sÑhow to use credit

responsibly. When credit card
debt spirals out of control,
students often are forced to take a
second job, and the harder they
work, the more they feel entitled
to spend, says Manning. 

Schools bear some
responsibility for this situation,
which often begins at the credit-
card tables inside student centers.
ÒThis is just another piece of the
student debt puzzleÑbut it
doesnÕt make anyone more
sanguine about the debt students
are accruing,Ó Callan says. For
starters, credit cards provide
students with a false sense of
security. And schools enjoy both
signiÞcant remuneration from on-

campus credit-card marketing and the
reassurance that tuition will be paid,
even if students get into trouble with
loans. Manning contends that the
availability of high-interest credit cards,
the sense of entitlement to a high
standard of living, and a lack of
Þnancial education spell trouble.

Manning believes that schools
should be Òprotecting the economic and
educational interests of their students.Ó
Instead, they are playing an active Òrole
in promoting the societal acceptance of
consumer debt É in college life.Ó He
says this uncritical credit dependency
will likely Òshape the sharp disjuncture
between current discretionary lifestyle
activities and the inability to satisfy
future consumption desires due to the
burdens of college indebtedness and
modest household incomes.Ó

Debt Assumption 101
To counter this Òilliteracy,Ó students

must be taught some basic accounting
rules, says NorthStarÕs Wolfe. As a
lender, he considers it his responsibility
to help students and families

“Given the ease and scale of debt
financing for nearly everything

today, [it] would likely be a very
difficult discussion getting students 

to understand the difference
between needs and wants.” 

ÑJ ON MCGEE

Vice President for Institutional Planning,
Research and Communication 
at the College of Saint Benedict 

& Saint JohnÕs University 
(St. Joseph and Collegeville, Minn.)
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understand the impact of borrowing to
Þnance an education. To that end, he
shows them up front what the cost will
be in terms of a monthly payment after
graduation. 

One potential problem, he says, is
that payments on loans at variable rates,
which are typical of unconsolidated
federal and private loans, are going to
increase substantially when interest
rates return to their norm.
Another problem is the Òlag
effect.Ó In other words, if average
loan levels are $X for a student
who graduated in 2004, students
scheduled to graduate in 2005
might be carrying $X + 2K; $X +
4K in 2006; and $X + 6K in
2007. If this yearÕs graduating
class experiences Òa material
repayment problem, weÕre in
trouble because we have three
years of students already queued
up to come out with higher debt
levels,Ó Wolfe says.

How Much Borrowing 
Can We Tolerate?

If college tuition has
skyrocketed, then personal debt
has hit the moon. According to the
College Board, tuition increased by
22.5 percent nationally at four-year
public colleges between 1997 and
2002, while debt rose 66 percent. This
disparity may be attributed to some
combination of less need-based aid, less
parental participation and a higher
standard of living for students. 

Saint Benedict & Saint JohnÕs
McGee believes a lot more research is
necessary to unpack the debt data. Still,
he Þnds it curious that the public is
willing to ÒdemonizeÓ borrowing for
higher education. ÒWe donÕt do this
about other things in our culture.Ó
WhatÕs more, he says, we donÕt get
anywhere by demonizing debt, even
credit card debt. It would help, of
course, to send the message that not all
debt is the same. But, says McGee,
ÒGiven the ease and scale of debt
Þnancing for nearly everything today,

[it] would likely be a very difÞcult
discussion getting students 
to understand the difference between
needs and wants.Ó (The average
American household spends 13 percent
of its after-tax income to pay debts, 
the highest percentage since 1986,
according to a recent Commerce
Department report. While much of that
debt goes to pay home mortgages and

car loans, the average American
household is also carrying more than
$8,000 in credit card debt.) 

If, however, we can relay the
message that a certain amount of
borrowing is acceptable, the questions
become: How much should we tolerate?
Which students can or should borrow?
And what are the consequences of going
into debt to pay for a college education?

When Hardwick~Day studied the
debt experience of Minnesota private
collegesÕ class of 2002, the average debt
reported was $22,100. Nearly one-
quarter had debt levels of $30,000 and
above, and nearly half of those reported
loans in excess of $40,000. Yet 65
percent of those interviewed described
themselves as comfortable with the
amount they had borrowed. In fact, 11
percent said they would have borrowed
more to attend their Þrst-choice school.
Whether they were comfortable with

their debt load or not, 91 percent
reported that borrowing had no impact
on their choice of major or career. Penn
StateÕs Heller, who conducted a study of
college graduates from the early Õ90s,
similarly observed that college debt had
not inßuenced graduate school or career
decisions.

But the studentsÕ comfort level with
debt may be premature. The real effects

of borrowing for tuition and
personal consumption may not be
felt until somewhere between the
ages of 27 and 30, says Elizabeth
Warren, a Harvard Law School
(Cambridge, Mass.) professor who
studies bankruptcy. By that time,
the debt might grow out of
control. As Warren explains,
students may be able to make the
minimum payments right after
graduation, but credit card debt
can multiply at staggering rates.
ÒEven very parsimonious people
can have towering debt by their
late 20s,Ó she says. 

Given the ÒÞxed costsÓ most
families haveÑmortgage, child
care, health insurance, car
payments and taxesÑitÕs easy to

see how quickly debt can accrue.
Warren recently told The New York
Times that todayÕs middle-class families
with two working parents have far less
Þnancial leeway than a single-income
family of 30 years ago. Those Þxed costs
today take up 75 percent of income,
compared with about 50 percent in the
early 1970s.

Indebtedness has repercussions.
Higher education policy expert Callan
worries that extensive borrowing will
preclude students from pursuing less
remunerative but socially important
work. ÒWhat are the consequences for
life choicesÑwhether and where to 
go to college, grad school, to enter 
a non-remunerative path, to become 
a schoolteacher?Ó he asks. 

NorthStarÕs Wolfe predicts that
student debt loads will affect retirement
savings and home-buying purchasing
power. Mortenson agrees. ÒIf I were in

“What’s at stake? It’s simply 
not in the long-term interest 

of institutions, or in the interest 
of the country, to let things devolve

as they currently are. This is 
the future of the country’s 

workforce at stake.”
ÑT OM MORTENSON

Higher Education Policy Analyst 
at Postsecondary Education 

OPPORTUNITY and Senior Scholar for
The Pell Institute for the Study of
Opportunity in Higher Education
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the housing business, IÕd say we should
avoid educational debt.Ó In fact, thereÕs
already evidence that college debt is
having that effect. The 2000 census
reported that the percentage of
Americans living at home in the decade
after college had doubled since 1970,
rising to 14 percent. 

WhatÕs the Solution? 
To ensure a healthy future for higher

education, Day argues that at least two
things must occur. One, the money
currently earmarked for those who donÕt
need it should be used to fund the
education of lower-income students.
And two, families with the means to
support their own children should 
do so, either by paying tuition or by
repaying loans. Were both of these
things to happen, itÕs likely that the
number of low-income students
graduating from college would rise, 

and fewer students would leave college
with burdensome debt. 

At the same time, Manning argues
that families and schools need to
educate young people about Þnancial
responsibility, so students understand
the consequences of credit card use. 

What will it take for these things 
to happen? How big must the problem
of affordability in higher education
become before people acknowledge 
the gravity of the situation? Callan says
that many key Þgures in both higher
education and the government remain
in denial about this situation. ÒThis is
an issue that will not be solved without
a high level of public awareness,Ó he says. 

Mortenson, too, advocates for 
a greater public awareness of the
situation. ÒWhatÕs at stake? ItÕs simply
not in the long-term interest of
institutions, or in the interest of the
country, to let things devolve as they

currently are. This is the future of the
countryÕs workforce at stake.Ó

Heller, on the other hand, worries
that thereÕs been too much media
coverage, and that all of the attention
on high tuition and debt load will 
make prospective students uneasy. 
Day disagrees. He contends that the
reporting may elicit a positive outcome
by bringing about the long-overdue
attention of policymakers. 

If heÕs right, then perhaps the
proliferating questions will result in
long overdueÑand fruitfulÑdebates
that move us toward a more equitable
and affordable national system of higher
education.

For now, however, there are still
more questions than answers regarding
higher education debt loads. As McGee
puts it: ÒIs borrowing keeping kids out
of college? It might be. Do kids borrow
too much money? They might.Ó 
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James B. Twitchell has earned a reputation for his perceptive commentaries on materialism
and popular culture. Twitchell, a professor of English and advertising at the University of
Florida (Gainesville, Fla.), is the author of a dozen books on everything from Romantic

literature to advertising and marketing. 

In books such as “Carnival Culture: The Trashing of Taste in America,” “Twenty Ads That
Shook the World” and “Living It Up: America’s Love Affair With Luxury,” he has

presented his theory on how the market forces of consumerism have shaped American culture.

In his most recent book, “Branded Nation: The Marketing of Megachurch, College Inc., 
and Museumworld” (Simon & Schuster, 2004), Professor Twitchell applies his ideas to
higher education and takes on colleges and universities for losing their distinctiveness. 
He argues that there is frenzy at the top, in which anxious kids and their protective 
parents, admission directors and high school counselors, and test organizations act in 
concert to stoke demand that leads to the need for competitive branding. That frenzy, 

he argues, creates “a marketing nightmare for all.” 

His interest in the marketing of what he calls “cultural capital” evolved from his study of
luxury. In an interview with the online publication Stay Free! Magazine,Professor

Twitchell stated: “I’m interested in why the material world has been so overlooked. Why has
it been so denigrated? Why are we convinced that happiness can’t come from it?” 

Professor Twitchell received his undergraduate degree at the University of Vermont
(Burlington, Vt.), and a Ph.D. in English from the University of North Carolina 

at Chapel Hill. He spoke to The Lawlor Reviewabout how branding, which he defines 
as the application of a story to a product or a service, has transformed the creation 

and selling of higher education. 

J a m e s  Tw i t c h e l l  o n
B r a n d i n g  a n d  t h e

Tr a n s f o r m a t i o n  o f  H i g h e r
E d u c a t i o n

by Miriam Karmel
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You have written a number
of books about advertising
and luxury. How does
ÒBranded NationÓÑ
specifically
the part
about higher
educationÑ
fit into your
OEUVRE?

What IÕm
interested in is 
why, when we get interchangeable
products, we start generating this
storytelling phenomenon we call
branding. Why donÕt people use other
ways to distinguish their products? 
But since the rise of the Industrial
Revolution we discovered that the
minute you get machines making
products, machines all make the same
products. So it makes some sense in 
the material world to separate your
product by a story. This process is called
branding, in which storytelling is a way
to generate emotion. And emotion is
what you really end up selling. That
process has really jumped into the world
of nonproÞts.

Part of me is an English professor.
And stories are what English professors
try to understand. The reason we do it is
because humans go to stories in order to
learn things, to Þgure things out, but
also because stories generate feeling. 
For instance, I can tell you a story; I 
can make you cry. That would be a
sentimental story. I can make you laugh;
that would be a comedy story. And
almost always when we hear stories,
what weÕre really interested in is feeling
feeling. So even though you think when
youÕre sitting down to read a story, 
ÒIÕm just reading a story,Ó what youÕre
really doing is saying, ÒI want to feel
something. I think this story is going 
to let me feel it.Ó 

This is really important to
understand, because it explains such
weird things as bottled water and why
anybody would buy it for a buck Þfty
when you can get it essentially for free.

What theyÕre really after is a sensation.É
Very often, when we make the choices
that we make, weÕre doing it not for
rational reasons, but for storytelling
reasons.

So thatÕs how my interest in the
nonproÞts and branding Þt with the
other things that I wrote about in terms
of material goods.

You write that you became
interested in the marketing
of cultural capital as a
result of studying luxury.
Is higher educationÑeven
at the lower tiersÑa
luxury good? If so, at what
point might the cost of this
good begin to outweigh the
desire to possess it? 

Let me explain what luxury is.
Luxury is a very special kind of story.
IÕm not talking about real luxury, like
rare things. IÕm talking about luxury,
like a purse from Prada. In other words,
when you buy a scarf from Gucci, if you
didnÕt know the story, itÕs just another
scarf. ItÕs maybe a little better, but
nowhere near the premium thatÕs
charged for it. ThatÕs because when 
you buy a modern luxury good, you 
buy this super edition of a story. ThatÕs
essentially what Gucci or Prada or Fendi
or Cadillac or Lexus sells. They donÕt
sell cars or shoes or scarves. They sell 
the sensations of a powerful story. If I
were to blindfold you and put you into 
a Lexus, a Mercedes and a Chevy, you
probably couldnÕt tell the difference.
But once the blindfold is off and you can
see what it is, you say, ÒOh, Chevy. Piece
of junk. Boy do I love the Lexus.Ó Now
whatever that phenomenon is, itÕs the
same phenomenon at the heart of the
branding of higher education.

How do you translate that
to higher education? Are
you saying that no school 
is really different?

The schoolsÑ
the middle tier and
top tierÑhave
done as much as
they possibly can
to make themselves
as similar as
possible. If you

went to the University of Minnesota 
and heard the professors and went to 
the library and looked at the playing
Þeld, you probably couldnÕt distinguish
the school from Ohio State or the
University of Kentucky if the
nameplates were taken off. Now the
minute you put the nameplate on, you
say, ÒOh, this one is better than that one.Ó

The phenomenon of higher
education is that all these schools in 
that segment have done as much as they
possibly can to have the same football
teams, the same buildings, the same
library, the same teaching staff, even the
same courses. In other words, my school, 
the University of Florida, has done
absolutely nothing to separate itself by
virtue of being in Florida. We look at
Minneapolis, Minnesota, and we say,
ÒWell, theyÕre a better school than we
are. Whatever they do, weÕre going 
to do, too.Ó ItÕs that phenomenon of
fungibility that allows U.S. News 
to have its incredible impact and to
make branding not less important 
but more important, because branding
implies a story about an interchangeable
product. The closer you get to
interchangeabilityÑthe closer you
come to waterÑthe greater the Þctional
variations are going to be and the more
important theyÕre going to be. 

Can you articulate luxury
in terms of a service? Also,
do you regard luxury as a
relative term, depending on
oneÕs background? For
example, only about 28

Very often, when we make the choices that we make,
we’re doing it not for rational reasons, but for

storytelling reasons.
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percent of adults 25 years
and older have a college
degree. Many of these non-
degree individuals will have
sons and daughters seeking
a college education and
depending 
on their
backgrounds,
the college
experience
could be
perceived 
as a luxury.

Modern luxury is often a story we
tell about a product. ItÕs not in the
product; itÕs how we talk about it.
Different groups speak differently;
hence, whatÕs deluxe to one is not to
another. There is no such thing as a
luxury product, just as there is no such
thing as a weed. ItÕs a word we use to
describe something.

Have you ever written
about branding or luxury
in terms of MaslowÕs
hierarchy of needs?

Yes, at the end of ÒLiving It Up.Ó
Clearly, luxury is in the self-esteem and
esteem of others. ItÕs just below the
highest level [of the hierarchy].

If schools are trying to
differentiate themselves
through stories, arenÕt
those stories focused on
experiences that are then
shared with others? For
example, todayÕs students
seem particularly cynical
about ÒspinningÓ stories.
Might that explain what
appears to be a demand for
authentic stories told in
blogs, testimonials and
endorsements, and by word
of mouth?

Yes. Word of mouth is important
and thatÕs why smart schools will 
try harder to generate this kind of
transmission. ÒHotÓ schools often 
get ÒhotÓ by generating buzz. 

Are you saying that schools
are all trying to be the
same, yet theyÕre all trying
to be different? 

TheyÕre all trying to be the same
because they know that if they make any

real separations, those real separations
may cause them to lose relative place 
in the template of these evaluating
systems, like U.S. News. So they have
the same classroom size. They have the
same ratios. [They do these things] 
to make sure they donÕt lose out on
whatever U.S. News is saying are the
criteria. At the same time, the real
energy is spent in the world of
competitive amenities. Now these have
nothing to do with higher education.
This has got to do with the size of the
football stadium, or the quality of the
student union, or a climbing wall, or
any number of other things that are 
not really connected to the mission 
of the school, but which are ways of
Þctionalizing and separating oneself. 

But weÕre all aware that
the schools are in this
Òarms raceÓ to have the
climbing wall and the
gourmet food in the dining
hall. Aside from that, how
are they distinguishing
themselves? And should
they be?

TheyÕre certainly not distinguishing
themselves on the basis of the delivery
of the product. TheyÕre doing it by the
package. HereÕs another analogy from
the material world. Vodka is very hard
to distinguish on the basis of taste.
ThatÕs why the package becomes
important. Why does Absolut vodka
drive the vodka market? Because the
package is more attractive. ThereÕs a

fungible productÑvodkaÑthat
generates greater power not for
changing the ßuid, but for changing the
container. That phenomenon is exactly
whatÕs occurring in higher education. 

The money these schools spend is
not inside the
classroom. In fact
they donÕt really
care about [whatÕs]
inside the
classroom. ThereÕs
not a lot of concern
about things such
as grade inßation

or curriculum. But thereÕs a huge
amount of concern about having a
climbing wall. IÕm in Vermont now and
the University of Vermont just ßoated 
a $70 million bond issue for a new
student union. ItÕs by far the most
expensive bit of campus development
that they have considered, and it has
almost nothing to do with the
university as a university.

At the end of your book,
you conclude that all this
competition is actually
good. Yet, based on the
examples that you give, a
reader might have expected
a different conclusion. 

There are some very invigorating
aspects to this. We spend a great deal of
time being concerned about our clients,
our customers. WeÕve opened up the
doors of higher education, very often not
because weÕre concerned about diversity,
but because we continually need more
and more consumers of our product.
And thatÕs been healthy. Things have
really gotten shaken up in good ways.
The curriculum, on the one hand, itÕs
been made much weaker. But on the
other hand, itÕs very interesting and
exciting. 

Take Wal-Mart, for example. 
Wal-Mart is a terrible problem. They
drain the life out of downtown. But
Wal-Mart also delivers good quality
goods at a low price. To some degree
thatÕs what education, especially when 

Word of mouth is important and that’s why smart
schools will try harder to generate this kind 
of transmission. “Hot” schools often get “hot” 

by generating buzz. 
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it gets up to these huge University of
Minnesota sizes, is now doing. WeÕre
draining the life out of these small,
under-endowed liberal arts colleges, but
we are doing something invigorating.
Namely, weÕre making it possible
for almost anyone to attend.

At what point do people
drop out of this luxury
market?

At the top itÕs a wonderful
example of whatÕs called the
Veblen effect (named for sociologist
Thorsten Veblen, who wrote ÒThe
Theory of the Leisure ClassÓ), because
ironically, at the top levels, the more
you charge, the more value you
generate. Yet, in the middle levels,
higher education, according to some,
may be pricing itself out of the market.
But weÕre nowhere near that.

You donÕt think so?
As long as the supply and demand

curves are the way they are now, in
terms of excess supply, I donÕt think
thereÕs a problem. WhatÕs going to
happen as this demographic burst gets
smaller and smaller, and there are fewer
people at college age willing to consume
this product, there may be all kinds 
of trouble down the road. Higher
education may overprice itself and 
have to go reconÞgure. 

How do you think that
college administrators will
respond to your book?
What are they likely to
make of your idea that the
market for postsecondary
education is not unlike 
the market for fast-moving
consumer goodsÑthings
like soap and bottled
water? 

To be quite frank, I think they know
this. They canÕt publicly admit it. All
you have to do is take a look at whatÕs
happened to the administration of
higher education in the last 20 years and

see the incredible eruption of this thing
called development. This is a relatively
new business, which has to do with
positioning of education as if it were soap
for sale in the [supermarket] soap aisle. 

You say that when
blindfolded, consumers
cannot taste the difference
between Coke or Pepsi, or
even, for that matter,
between Coke and Sprite.
Carrying this observation
into the world of higher
education, what does it 
say about consumers of a
college education? What is
driving consumers?

That is why at the very beginning,
we talked about what stories do. ItÕs not
so much about perception; itÕs about the
result of perception. And the result of
perception is sensation. All you have to
do is go through the parking lot and
look at the university and college decals
on the back of cars to understand that a
lot of whatever this product is has to do
with how we feel when weÕre consuming
it. DonÕt get me wrong. There is
actually a value in saying that you went
to a nameplate school. But the value
may very well not be inside the school;
it may be inside the story that the
school has been able to tell. In other
words, a Harvard education may be
more valuable to you as you can say, 
ÒI went to Harvard,Ó than it really is 
in terms of the experience of going to
Harvard, as opposed to going to the
University of Minnesota.

So itÕs in the ability to be
able to say, ÒI went to
Harvard.Ó ItÕs not so much
the education itself?

Because the education itself 
is probably quite close to what
competitors are also supplying. ThatÕs
why I say, come back to bottled water.
The taste of bottled water is not in your

palate. The taste of bottled water
is between your ears.

You like the word
Òfungible.Ó Will you
elaborate on that and
talk about whether
higher education has

always been a fungible good? 
The absolute central concept is

interchangeability. Whenever you 
get interchangeability, whether itÕs
carbonated sugar water or computer
chips, potato chips, French fried
potatoes, youÕre ultimately going to
oversupply the market. ThatÕs because
the minute that I see you making
money by producing computer chips,
sooner or later, IÕm going to buy the
same machine and IÕm going to be
making the same product. Logically we
should Þght over price, but the problem
is that thereÕs always going to be
someone whoÕs going to cut his price
more than me. The savvy producer will
start to realize, ÒWait a minute. I want
to keep my price up there, so IÕm going
to make my product different by saying,
ÔOh, it makes you smarter, or it makes
you sexier, or you can show it to your
friends and they think higher of you.Õ Ó
The minute I get to this phenomenon,
then branding to generate sensation is
going to take hold. 

This doesnÕt happenÑthe branding
processÑuntil you oversupply the
market. ThatÕs crucial. The minute you
oversupply a market then itÕs really
important to Þctionalize the separation
between your product and your
competitorÕs product. It is what
universities are doing now, by trying 
to generate separation via competitive
amenities or athletics. TheyÕre not doing
it the way they used to, by saying, ÒThis
education that you get here is different
from the one you get over there.Ó

It’s not so much about perception;
it’s about the resultof perception.

And the result of perception 
is sensation. 
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You donÕt think theyÕre
doing that?

TheyÕre foolish if theyÕre doing that,
because one of the things that you
realize is that nobody cares about the
number of books in the library. That
used to be very important. No oneÕs
talking that talk. Now itÕs about
having the largest Jacuzzi, or
giving students Napster, or DSL
in every dorm room, or making
the campus wireless. 

But theyÕre all doing
that. So weÕre getting
back to É

Interchangeability. ThatÕs
right. 

So are we in some kind 
of escalating situation?
What comes next?

You said it at the beginning when
you used the term Òarms race.Ó This is
precisely how an arms race develops.
The reason to be concerned about this 
is that the very good, heavily endowed
schools can afford it. But the other ones
canÕt. The big danger here is that the
also-rans are just going to get mauled.
They canÕt afford to behave like this.
The irony is that they have to cut
tuition because they have to compete. 

What are some examples 
of ÒfungibleÓ or
interchangeable goods
produced by service
businesses?

Wherever you see the advertising 
of services, youÕll probably see
interchangeability. You can see it 
in philanthropies, as well as certain
baseline medical care and legal services.
You see it in hospitals, too. In ÒBranded
NationÓ I present ads from three
hospitals in New York and make 
the point that when hospitals all have
the same staff and stuff, this is what
happens. Branding medical services in
the New York City area is a function of
interchangeability.

You have discussed the
Òalso-rans.Ó But what
about the large, publicly
funded schools or
research-based universities?
They have gained some
economies of scale, but the
NSSE research (which

measures outputs and is
gaining more recognition
because U.S. NEWSmeasures
inputs) indicates that 
in terms of student
engagement, larger schools
arenÕt always delivering.
Graduation rates seem to
bear this out.

Yes, I think big schools may be
affected, but they have so many other
revenue streams that they wonÕt be
affected. Small privates are at risk.

If schools have to
distinguish themselves by
branding, and success goes
to the schools that create
the most compelling
narratives, what are the
narratives that resonate? Is
there a recipe for creating
an effective narrative?  

The most powerful narrative today is
to bump yourself up through the U.S.
News rankings. The way you do that is
by giving your product away to make
sure you get the largest percentage of
National Merit scholars, or by refusing
the highest number of students relative
to acceptance. ItÕs this whole early
acceptance, Early Decision, incredible

charade in which schools manipulate
their admissions. This third-rate
magazine is driving the industry. But
you canÕt have it both ways. You canÕt
make yourself into bottled water and
then complain that somebody is
evaluating the water.

There is obviously
increasing discontent
with U.S. NEWS, as 
the growing interest 
in NSSE and
organizations like 
the Education Trust
suggests. But from a
cultural perspective, 
if we are asking people
to make a purchase as

significant as a college
education, where do we
begin? Personal stories
would seem obvious, but
even your analogy about
automobiles suggests that
many consumers want a
source to help them make
an informed choice. Since
most students and families
have limited access to
college counseling, would
Òthird-partyÓ guides 
and books, rather than
advertising, be perceived as
a more objective source of
information? 

Personally, I think that advertising 
is counterproductive. It would be better
to spend your money by buying higher
caliber students.

Are you speaking more to
public institutions than
you are to small private
colleges? 

LetÕs just go ahead and tell the 
truth. The good, great endowed 
small schoolsÑWilliams, Amherst,
Middlebury, Oberlin, SwarthmoreÑ
theyÕll all be Þne. But there are a 
whole slew of good schools that are too

The big danger here is that the
also-rans are just going to get
mauled. They can’t afford to

behave like this. The irony is that
they have to cut tuition because 

they have to compete. 
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small to take advantage of the cost
efÞciencies. The minute the consumer
perceives that you can get just as 
good an emotional hit by going to the
University of Blank as you can by going
to that small school, the small school is
going to be
struggling.

Who is the
beneficiary 
of all this in
terms of
schools?

The bigger the better. All the big
conferences have gotten richer and more
powerful. TheyÕre the ones who can
compete on the other end of the brand
narrative. Like athletics. LetÕs take
Florida State. It spends about $10
million on its football program and
takes in about $20 million. So it gets
about $10 million by virtue of being
able to capture those brand efÞciencies.
It has nothing to do with the delivery 
of education.

Do you think weÕll reach a
point where we begin to
ask, ÒWhat am I getting for
my money?Ó Students may
get access to a big-time
football culture, but if
they donÕt graduate,
graduate on time, or learn
marketable skills, will they
resist the temptation of
buying an education based
on the quality of the
football team?

The job of good schools is to get you
through into graduate school. The job
of convenience schools is to help you get
a job. In some ways, Higher Ed. Inc. has
treated employment concerns as vulgar
and unnecessary. ThatÕs probably a 
good move.

And the smaller schools
that canÕt provide this are
going to go by the wayside?

Yes.

Why is this happening now?
Why are we at the point
where weÕre seeing these
small schools struggling? 

There are not enough fat wallets to
pick up the tab. Over the weekend, I

went bicycling by Middlebury College.
ItÕs not a Williams or Amherst, but it
has done a wonderful job of improving
its relative position. It was a Saturday
that I was bicycling past the playing
Þelds. The football team was playing
Wesleyan. There were maybe a few
hundred people in the stands. This is a
football program that probably costs
$100,000 and probably loses $100,000.
They can afford to do it. Now, letÕs say
youÕre a small school and you canÕt afford
to do that, but you still have to provide
it as part of the brand competition.
YouÕre not going to make it.

So the scary message is
about the smaller schools
that canÕt compete? As you
said in your book, you have
Neiman Marcus on one end,
and Price Club on the
other. And theyÕre both
going to do all right. But
Sears and JCPenney will be 
adrift in red ink, while
Montgomery Ward and
Spiegel go under. 

Target is going to be okay. But those
mid-level retailers are not going to be
able to compete with the high quality
brand of Neiman Marcus. At the same
time, they canÕt do what Target or 
Wal-Mart can do. 

Is there anything schools
can do to survive? Would
you have any advice for
these schools?

Look at the demographic
projections. ThereÕs no new group to
come in. And after 9/11, the one group
we really were doing a pretty good
business inÑnamely foreignersÑ
theyÕre not lining up. 

But these 
are typically
seen as
markets for
growth that
most schools

havenÕt yet tapped.
Well, those groups have been almost

tapped out. Only foreign students are
left, and they arenÕt very interested now.
ThatÕs going to be a problem for the
marginal suppliers in a few years.

Is that because thereÕs less
to give to everybody else?

No. What that means is that the
good schools can provide yet more
brand amenities and can put the
medium supplier even farther behind in
the market. Look at any of the criteria
that U.S. News developed. As long 
as thereÕs money involvedÑlike
professorial pay, student/teacher
ratiosÑas long as itÕs something you
can buy your way around, the heavily
endowed school is always going to be
able to do it. One of the reasons the top
20 have stayed the top 20, without
budging much, is because they can
spend at this level. So Russia and the
U.S. can continually build more
ICBMs; poor old Canada canÕt. Maybe
thatÕs not a good analogy, but the rich
can spend each other happily over the
edge. What they really do is destroy the
also-rans. 

Can those schools in the
middle survive?

Can they Þnd a protected place for
their product, which I think everyone
admits is worthy? Because if things
continue as they are now, unless thereÕs
a whole new area of consumers that no
one has seen, in about 10, 15 years those

The job of good schools is to get you through into
graduate school. The job of convenience schools is to 

help you get a job.
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good, small schools are going to be up
the creek.

Can you speak to the 
effect of the
marketing 
of higher
education on
need-blind
admissions?
What effect
do you think
this is having
on students with few
resources? 

Need-blind admissions is another
one of these wonderful marketing
techniques. Somebody just gave $l00
million to Brown so that they can
continue the traditions of need blind.
But these schools like Brown just go
out and buy these premier collections 
of freshmen that disproportionately
advantages those people who have the
time and money to transform their kids
into the kind of products that Brown
wants to buy. Who are those kids?
Those are the kids who are playing the
violin at the age of seven, and who have
good tutoring, and a life of playing
soccer. For the most part, the people
who are populating the upper reaches 
of American education are not the poor
and the downtrodden. They are the
middle-class wealthy. So I see need-
blind admissions as yet more Þction
that covers the real concern. The
question isnÕt ÒHow do the good schools
behave?Ó The question is: ÒWhat does
their behavior do to the rest of us?Ó

What does it do to the
student who doesnÕt have
the resources? 

What the elite levels do is
essentially buy a product for which they
exchange the emotional credential for
what they need. In some ways, they are
more desperate than the consumers are.
ThatÕs why this wonderful story of some
years ago when the Princeton admission
ofÞce hacked into the Yale admission

ofÞce, thinking that if they knew what
Yale was offering, they could easily
match the offer, is such an epitome of
the craziness. 

What are your thoughts 
on merit scholarship
programs like the Sunshine
Scholarship and the Hope
Scholarship? Are these
serving everyone, or again,
just the middle-class
wealthy?

As I wrote in ÒBranded Nation,Ó
everyone admits that the kids who
receive these scholarships would go to
college anyway. I mentioned all of the
states that have such programs and
concluded: ÒItÕs a wash, with no school
attaining anything other than a
momentary advantage and all schools
attaining an inequitable advantage for
the afßuent. What was an arms race for
the elites is also an arms race for the
mass providers.Ó

And thatÕs at the higher
tier?

Yes. But whatever that phenomenon
is, that cascade phenomenon, moves 
all the way down through the medium
levels, too. ThatÕs why the University 
of Florida gives its product away, thanks
to the lottery, for fear these students
will leave.  

If itÕs true that the selling
of higher education is no
different than selling
bottled water or soap, 
how has this affected the
product? How has the
educational experience
been affected?  

I tried to point out some changes
that you might be concerned about
from the outsideÑcertainly the rise 
of the adjunct teaching staff. Grade

inßation exists. But
itÕs typical of what
you do when youÕre
concerned about
making sure that
your customer is
satisÞed. I donÕt
think anyone really
cares about whoÕs

teaching, or whatÕs being taught, or
what the grades are. IÕve never in my 30
years of teaching ever heard anyone
saying, ÒShould we really be teaching
that class?Ó IÕve never heard anyone
seriously talk about controlling grade
inßation, or seriously attempt to
confront the problem of the shadow
faculty, the rise of adjuncts.  

Is that what you meant
when you wrote: ÒAs it has
exploded, the content of
higher education has been
profoundly changed; some
would say dumbed down,
but that misses the pointÓ?
What is the point?

To me itÕs much more profound. ItÕs
not that weÕve dumbed things down.
ItÕs that weÕve taken our eye off of what
it is that we do. Universities are still 
by far the most exciting places to be.
TheyÕre still wonderful experiments 
in insights and research. They are
absolutely the best place in American
culture. But that does not mean that 
other things are not also occurring, and
we should at least be acknowledging
this hyper-commercialization.

Having said all this, 
your book ends on a very
optimistic note. How do 
you get there from all 
that you wrote before 
the conclusion?

You mean, if this is so upsetting
why are you smiling? 

For the most part, the people who are populating 
the upper reaches of American education are not 

the poor and the downtrodden. They are 
the middle-class wealthy.
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Exactly.
I suppose at some level, IÕm the

village idiot. Maybe the analogy 
is with museums. You know
museums didnÕt really exist until
150 years ago. They have a
wonderful role in culture. They
continually churn things up and
make us think about what the
value of certain objects and
thoughts and perceptions are. Even
though from time to time they do 
some completely weird thing, weÕre
lucky to have them. ThatÕs how I feel
about higher education. Colleges and
universities are very exciting and
invigorating parts of our culture. That
they have started to behave like Procter
& Gamble is both a tribute to Procter &

GambleÑafter all, theyÕre just selling
soapÑand a realization that people
make choices as consumers. Very often
what they want to consume is this soap

that makes them think of themselves as
sexier. Schools really have marketed a
product like soap. Soap is a profound
product. It did make life much better.
And our culture is much better for
having these wonderfully exciting
institutions. We just need to pay
attention to whatÕs happening to them

and with them and to some degree be
more skeptical of them.

For their part, what should
they be doing?

For their part, they really have
to come to grips with what is it
that they want to do. Do they
want to make money? Or do 
they really want to focus on their

putative task, their supposed task,
namely moving the best that has been
thought and said around a culture.
TheyÕve shown with HarvardÕs $21
billion endowment that they can sure
make money. But can they also spread
the wealth? I donÕt mean the Þnancial
wealth, I mean the intellectual wealth.

It’s not that we’ve dumbed things
down. It’s that we’ve taken our eye

off of what it is that we do. 
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Two years ago, when Austin
College (Sherman, Texas)

overhauled its marketing strategy, 
a complete web makeover was part
of the package. But the liberal arts
college didnÕt stop there. In order 
to leverage its considerable cyber-
investment, the Austin admission
ofÞce revamped its print materials 
to coordinate with and promote the
collegeÕs new web site. ÒThereÕs not a
piece of paper that leaves this ofÞce
that doesnÕt have our URL on it,Ó
says Derek Gueldenzoph, AustinÕs
assistant vice president for
institutional enrollment.

But spending the big bucks for a
new web site (design consultation
and implementation costs $50,000
minimallyÑand possibly well over
$300,000) and stamping your URL
on all of your documents is not
enough. After your web site is up
and running youÕll want to measure
its effectiveness and conÞrm that
youÕve made a wise investment. 
But how can you know if the 
time, energy and other resources
committed to the web presentation
are worth it? How can you prove
that the web site is integral to your
institutionÕs success? The answers 
to those questions lie in web server
log Þles, where every action that
occurs at the web site is recorded 
in Þne detail. 

Reading and then analyzing
those Þles is a must, says Brian
Niles. ÒToday the web is the front
door for marketing, and you have
the job of leading people through
the web site,Ó says Niles, who is
CEO of TargetX, a consulting 
Þrm that provides electronic
communication tools and services 
to higher education clients.
ÒEvaluating their [web] visit, just
like you would a campus tour, is
critical,Ó he says. ÒYou need to ask

The answers to those questions,
and others regarding web site trafÞc
patterns, are derived through an
analysis of the empirical data, or
Òweb metrics,Ó found on the log Þle. 
The key metricsÑthe number of
visitors, the dates and times of their
visits, the pages they visitedÑwill
tell you things like: Who comes to
the site? When do they come? 
How long do they stay? What are
they interested in? Why do they
leave? That analysis is called web
analytics, web usage, web mining 
or e-metrics. 

Over time, trends in this 
data will emerge that can inform
marketing and branding activities,
much like a customized ongoing
focus group, but with an audience
that always tells the truth. Still, web
analytics is not perfect, warns Niles.
ÒWeb analysis points to your siteÕs
weaknesses and strengths, but it
doesnÕt Þx them.Ó In other words,
itÕs not enough to measure web
activity; the metrics have to be
meaningful. 

But a well-done analysis can 
help ascertain the value of a 
web presence in meeting your
institutionÕs strategic marketing 
and communication goals. Analytics
has the capacity to objectively and
concretely support the professional
Ògut checksÓ routinely performed in
higher education. 

The Metric of Choice
During the Õ90s when the World

Wide Web was young, a ÒhitÓ was
the metric of choice used to evaluate
effectiveness. But a hit, which
results whenever any item like an
image is downloaded from the web
site, isnÕt reÞned enough. Most
analysts agree that this statistic is
irrelevant because it measures

the questions: Where are people going? Am I
guiding them the right way? Are they leaving
before IÕve given my message to them?Ó 

MAKING 
YOUR WEB 
LOG WORK 
FOR YOU

How to Get the Most
From Your Web Si te

by Virginia R. Buege

As web sites have become the hub

of institutional branding and

marketing in higher education,

signiÞcant resourcesÑin terms of

both time and capitalÑare being

invested to improve and promote

organizational web presence.

Public and private, large and

small colleges and universities

alike are investing such immense

resources in the web that it is no

longer acceptable to assume thatÑ

to borrow a phraseÑif we build

it, they will come. Rather, schools

must ensure that their web sites

are working as intended.

Accountability demands that

when web visitors do come, you

have to count them. Web analysis

enables us to do this, and a 

whole lot more.
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neither the number of visitors nor how
they engage with the site.

If a ÒhitÓ is no longer the metric of
choice, what is? Most analysts agree
that the Òunique visitorÓ metric is one
of the more accurate measures of trafÞc
on a web site. ÒWhen I go to a web
page, itÕs as if IÕm standing in
front of a wall full of displays. If
you measure the number of items
IÕm looking at, those are the hits,Ó
says Rena Moyers, vice president,
Georgia Tech Alumni Association,
Georgia Institute of Technology
(Atlanta, Ga.). ÒWhat we really
need to measure is the one
personÑthe unique visitorÑ
standing there looking at the wall.Ó 

ItÕs important to note that the term
Òunique visitorÓ is not wholly accurate,
since dial-up Internet Service Providers
and Network Address Translation 
make it impossible to distinguish 
every discrete visitor. However, even
elementary web tracking software will
reveal the number of unique and repeat
visitors over different time intervalsÑ
by month, week, day and possibly by
hour. Most analysis software generates
standard monthly reports that provide
such details as the average number of
Þrst-time unique visitors by day, the
average number of ÒrepeatÓ visitors by
day, and the average length of sessions
on the site. 

Given the amount of data available
for review on the log Þles, web analysis
may feel overwhelming. ItÕs easy, notes
Kari Chisholm, to become Òobsessive
about the quantity of trafÞc and not
think about the quality of it.Ó To keep
from drowning in data, Chisholm, who
is the senior web strategist for Lewis &
Clark College (Portland, Ore.), prefers
to watch for trends rather than review
the log statistics daily or even weekly.
ÒPeaks and valleys will occur in the
trafÞc reports. ItÕs only natural,Ó he says. 

ChisholmÕs patience pays off. After a
recent review of visitor trafÞc over a
two-year period to Lewis & ClarkÕs

academic department sites, Chisholm
discovered that the trafÞc rose and fell
with the admission calendar: ÒVisit
times were at their highest point two to
three weeks before admission deadlines.Ó 

Armed with this data, Chisholm was
able to win over academic departments.

He was able to use the metrics to
convince the faculty that the academic
sections of the web are essential for
reaching out to prospective students
and for marketing in general.

Where Do Visitors Go When
They Come to Your Site?

ÒIn a perfect world, people start 
on the home page and then go down 
the path we want them to take, like 
a typical sales pitch,Ó says TargetXÕs
Niles. ÒBut thatÕs not how people 
go through the web.Ó Instead, a
prospective student may begin the
college search in the athletics or
chemistry section of the site, not the
home page. Savvy students may never
even venture into the admission and
Þnancial aid pages. 

The Òpage viewÓ metric reveals the
siteÕs most popular sections by keeping
track of how many times a web page has
been downloaded or viewed by a visitor.
At DePauw University (Greencastle,
Ind.) a monthly comparison of top page
views helps the institution maintain its
goal of targeting the site to multiple
audiences, including prospective
students, alumni, current students and
faculty. ÒThe overall site needs to be
rich enough for each, but not so much
so for any one group that the others get
lost,Ó explains Dennis Trinkle, associate

vice president for academic affairs and
chief information ofÞcer at DePauw.
ÒThis data, coupled with the number 
of discrete visitors to each section, helps
us to strike that balance.Ó 

Evaluating individual page views
can inform both strategic and tactical

marketing objectives. For
example, if pages devoted to
homecoming activities have little
trafÞc prior to the big weekend,
alarm bells should go off. If that
happens, you might ask: Can
people Þnd the pages? Have 
we promoted the information
effectively? Is the content
informative and useful? The

popularity of certain pagesÑor
conversely, their ÒunpopularityÓÑ
may be affected by content, design 
and navigation elements. 

As Chisholm sees it, web analysis is
more an art than a science. He singles
out Lewis & ClarkÕs Òplanned givingÓ
web page to make his point. ÒIt gets
almost zero trafÞc,Ó he says. ÒDoes that
mean itÕs a bad web site? That weÕre not
marketing it properly? That we should
take it down?Ó

His response is an emphatic ÒNo.Ó
Chisholm maintains that each and every
page serves a purpose, and good web
strategy ensures that the right person
Þnds the right page at the right time.
ÒIf one person views that page, and 30
years from now Lewis & Clark receives a
multimillion dollar bequest as a result,
that page achieved its mission.Ó 

How Do They Find Us? 
An analysis of online referrals is 

one key for understanding if the right
people are Þnding the right pages. A
ÒreferralÓ occurs when a web surfer
clicks a hyperlink that takes him or her
to some other page on the web. The
referring source can be a text link, like
the description that comes up when
searching for the college name on the
Google or Yahoo search engine. Or, it
can be an image, such as the universityÕs

The “page view” metric reveals the
site’s most popular sections by

keeping track of how many times a
web page has been downloaded or

viewed by a visitor.
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banner ad featured on the Princeton
Review web site. A blog or high school
guidance page may also be the referring
source.

The server log will track all 
the referring sources that bring
trafÞc to your site. Then analysis
software will report the most
popular referrals in any given time
period. Referrals may change over
time and should be reviewed
regularly. For example, when 
the college rating guides 
are published in the fall,
USNews.com might be one of
Austin CollegeÕs top ten referrers.
In January it may not even appear 
in their top 30. 

Any referral that comes from a
search engine, whether from within or
outside of the site, includes the search
terms used. Key search phrases used to

Þnd the University of Missouri
(Columbia, Mo.) web site might be
ÒColumbia,Ó ÒMizzouÓ and ÒMU
Tigers.Ó Knowing these terms helps 

to reinforce key phrases in your
communication strategy, says Lori 
Croy, the universityÕs director of web
communications. 

ÒItÕs easy for us to get caught up
using internal jargon,Ó she says, Òand

itÕs difÞcult to explain to the university
community that the external audience
uses different terminology.Ó A review 
of key search terms for the MU site

showed that visitors rarely used
the word Òdevelopment,Ó the
institutional term for fund
raising. ÒThe external audience
doesnÕt think that way,Ó says
Croy. ÒOur home page now uses
ÔGiving to Mizzou,Õ in place of
ÔDevelopment.Õ Ó 

Where Do They Start
and Why Do They
Leave?

Once users land on a web site, 
there are thousands of ways to navigate
through it. ThatÕs why itÕs essential to
know how most people wind their way
through yours. It may not be feasible to
follow the click path of each and every

It may not be feasible to follow the
click path of each and every visitor
on the web site, but it’s helpful to
know the top “entrance,” or first
page viewed by most visitors, as

well as the top “exit.” 

Traveling through the digital world, we leave a trail of
bitsÑlike Òvirtual breadcrumbs,Ó if you willÑthat

record our activities. Depending on how you are connected
to the Internet, those bits can be used to track portions of
your online activity. 

By tracking that online activity, schools can create more
engaging and satisfying web sites for students who demand
information tailored to them. Consider how Case Western
Reserve University (Cleveland, Ohio) is tracking students.
Chris Mu–oz, the schoolÕs vice provost for undergraduate
enrollment, believes Millennials are more comfortable
online than any other demographic group. And theyÕre
more demanding. ÒThese ÔscreenagersÕ are expecting that
the information they want from a web site is going to be
speciÞcally developed for them,Ó explains Mu–oz. ÒThey
want to create a relationship with the university, and it
happens online.Ó That is why Case Western uses web
technology to achieve a one-to-one marketing experience
for students. The web works better than any other
medium, Mu–oz says. 

Tracking is most easily accomplished through a web
server that is conÞgured to identify some basic information

about the Internet user, or more accurately, about the
computer used to surf the page. The server can passively
identify a number of things including: the numeric
Internet Protocol (IP) address; the domain the user is
connecting from, such as aol.com; the browser used to view
the HTML page, like Netscape or Internet Explorer; and
any HTTP referrer, which is the hypertext link that was
clicked to arrive at a particular web site. This information
is stored on the server logs and can be used later in web
analysis.

It is possible to capture even more extensive
information about a siteÕs visitors. Amazon.com, for
example, employs technology that ÒremembersÓ visitors
and their interests. On return visits, ÒpersonalizedÓ ads
appear with recommendations for books that presumably
will appeal to the visitor. 

Perhaps the most detailed way to collect such data is
through the use of a Òcookie,Ó which is a small piece of
information sent by the web server to your browser when 
it delivers the web page. If your browser is conÞgured 
to ÒpermitÓ cookies, it will save this information to the
computerÕs hard drive and store it for future use. Then

Tr a c k i n g  V i s i t o r s  T h r o u g h  C y b e r s p a c e

by Virginia R. Buege
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visitor on the web site, but itÕs helpful
to know the top Òentrance,Ó or Þrst page
viewed by most visitors, as well as the
top Òexit.Ó 

Croy isnÕt surprised when 
the most popular entry point is
something other than the home
page. The preferred entry page 
for your institutionÕs web site 
may be a bookmarked page, 
such as a chat room, master
calendar or sports information
page. Knowing that will help you
reinforce institutional branding by
promoting key messages on each of
these pages. The result will be, in effect,
a doubling or tripling of the size and
impact of your home page. 

Popular exit pages, or the last pages
viewed, are equally compelling, says
Kevin Houchin, who encourages clients
to discover why people leave their site.

ÒYou need to know if users are moving
on because they completed their visitÕs
mission or because they are frustrated
with the siteÕs navigation,Ó says

Houchin, who is Strategy Guy and
Chief Pencil Pusher (his actual title) for
the integrated communications Þrm
Wooden Pencil, L.L.C. 

Enrollment ofÞcers will want to pay
close attention to exit pages, given that
the average prospective student browses
a college site for less than a minute,

according to the Christian Science Monitor
(ÒSpeed-Selecting a College,Ó Oct. 7,
2003). For example, if the admission
ofÞce can verify that students are

submitting applications in
numbers equal to the application
page exit numbers, that page is
probably doing its job. But if 
the numbers donÕt add up, there
may be a problem with this top
exit page.

A cursory review may reveal
why some pages top the exit list.
Confusing navigation, too many

links, or out-of-date content, for
example, may frustrate visitors to the
extent that they give up and move on to
another site. Improving the content and
navigation may lead to fewer exits from
that page.

If the answer isnÕt readily apparent,
Houchin suggests gathering together a

Enrollment officers will want to
pay close attention to exit pages,
given that the average prospective
student browses a college site for 

less than a minute.

whenever you return to the site that ÒsetÓ the cookie, some
of the stored information about your previous visit is sent
back to the web server, along with your new request. 

But tracking mechanisms arenÕt perfect. Users who
get on the Internet through dial-up Internet Service
Providers are assigned a different IP address each time
they log on. This gives the appearance that the user is a
unique visitor each time. Conversely, multiple users on 
a local area network (LAN) who share a single Internet
connection will be recognized as only one user. Consider
the high school library where 12 computers share a single
Internet connection. A web server will detect visitors
from any of these computers as a single user, rather than
as one of 12.

Even cookie technology is not perfect in this regard.
Multiple family members who use the same browser on 
the same computer to visit the same college web site at
different times wonÕt necessarily be distinguished by the
web server as different, unique users. 

The most accurate measure of unique user sessions
occurs when people register for a site and authenticate
themselves each time they visit. At Case Western, for
example, customized, integrated software provides this
feature. The software, developed by Liquid Matrix, features
an optional registration tool for visitors. When registered
users come back and log on to the Case web site, the server

records the visit by ÒJohn DoeÓ rather than a more generic
and possibly not unique IP address. Registered users 
see personalized pages that reßect their interests and
previous actions. For example, students who have already
submitted an application for admission will not see an
ÒApply OnlineÓ banner. Instead, the schoolÕs web pages
will display proÞles of current students who have similar
interests. 

The detailed information about the way students
interact with the web site is also useful for developing
enrollment strategy. ÒThe data tell us that prospective 
Case students who register on the site apply for admission
at a much higher rate. Knowing in October that the
number of students who have registered on the site is
running at a rate 50 percent higher than at this time a year
ago allows us to better predict future enrollment trends,Ó
says Mu–oz. ÒThis is important intelligence for us. And we
continue to track the way students interact with the site to
leverage our investment in the technology.Ó

But the system isnÕt foolproof. ÒThere is a lot of trial
and error, and you have to be willing to let the data
discount what youÕve learned previously,Ó Mu–oz adds.
ÒWe can all have a particular point of view and experience,
but by analyzing their use of the site, the students tell us
what is important to them. And the metrics help us all to
become more humble.Ó 
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small group of users and asking for their
opinions. ÒWeb analytics doesnÕt give
you all that many answers,Ó he says.
ÒAnalytics can, however, provide the
right questions.Ó

Making a Case With
Analytics

Evaluating a web siteÕs
effectiveness often begins with the
home page. Is it attractive? Do the
navigation prompts make sense? 
Is the content relevant? 

Prior to redesigning its alumni
site in the late Õ90s, Georgia TechÕs
Moyers performed an in-depth review 
of the log Þles and came up with both
good and bad news. ÒThe bad news,Ó
says Moyers, Òwas that there were a lot
of pages that were really out of date.
But the good news was, no one was
visiting them.Ó

One of the biggest surprises turned
out to be very low trafÞc on the e-mail
directory, Moyers says. ÒPeople simply
couldnÕt Þnd our e-mail directory.Ó
During the redesign of the alumni
home page, special attention was given
to the directoryÕs link placement. Since
then the directory page has been one of
TechÕs most popular pages. 

Paul Marthers, dean of admission at
Reed College (Portland, Ore.), conÞrms
the value of using web metrics for web
site design. When Reed last renovated
its home page, it did not have access to
web usage statistics. As a result, much
time was spent in determining what
links to feature on the home page, 
with little agreement among key
constituencies on campus. In the end,
the admission ofÞce modeled its home
page after the competition. Web
metrics has changed that. Now, says
Marthers, ÒRather than having a turf
battle for the home page, we would be
able to point to ReedÕs own trafÞc
statistics to ensure that our home page
was a reßection of what our users want.Ó 

Croy, too, acknowledges the power
of web usage statistics. When making
decisions about what departments and
programs should get top billing on the
University of Missouri-ColumbiaÕs web

site, she counts on the objectivity of the
analytics to battle political pressure. 
ÒIn an institution this size, everyone 
thinks that what they do is the most
important, and being on the home page
is seen as a silver bullet,Ó she says. ÒIf a
department tells me they have a lot of
trafÞc, I am able to use the metrics to
refute or support that claim.Ó

Analytics and Admissions
Web analysis is relevant to every

department on campus, but given 
the increasingly important role of the
Internet in the college search process,
admission ofÞcers are often the ones to
push for the adoption of web analytics.
ÒThe heart of an effective admission
operation has always centered on
tracking prospects by source and level 
of contact and utilizing the information
to effectively manage institutional
enrollment goals,Ó says Marty OÕConnell,
vice president for enrollment manage-
ment and dean of admissions for
McDaniel College (Westminster, Md.).
While the measuring, analyzing and
Þne-tuning of communication plans and
recruiting processes are not new in the
enrollment arena, OÕConnell says, ÒThe
shift from less paper to more cyber-
recruiting provides a new challenge.Ó 

Nancy Monnich, vice president for
enrollment at Beloit College (Beloit,
Wis.), couldnÕt agree more. Thirty

percent of BeloitÕs applicants in 2003-
04 had the application as their Þrst
documented contact with the college.
So when it comes time to develop an
annual strategy for recruiting and

enrolling students, understanding
how those applicants used BeloitÕs
web site prior to applying is
absolutely critical for Monnich
and her colleagues. In fact,
traditional inquiry reports are
Òalmost obsolete,Ó Monnich
declares. ÒI need to know more:
How many visitors come to the

web site? Where are they going? When
do they come? How do they Þnd us?Ó 

On a more sophisticated level, 
web metrics can be used to create
meaningful recruiting opportunities 
for students, says Wooden PencilÕs
Houchin. ÒBy understanding what
programs generate the most signiÞcant
interest on your site, you can leverage
that knowledge and build e-mail
campaigns for speciÞc niche markets
and create microsites focused on these
interests. Ofßine, admissions can hold
program-speciÞc visit days or hold
departmental open houses for speciÞc
segments of students.Ó 

Other Offline Applications
Though most often used to measure

external audience site usage, web
metrics can have relevance for the
campus community as well, notes
DePauwÕs Trinkle. For example, he says
that by gauging what topics receive the
most clicks on the institutionÕs web
ÒhelpÓ pages, IT knows how to improve
training for its Help Desk staff. A
slightly more unusual application
presented itself last summer as DePauw
prepared for its new class. ÒThe new
student section is a tightly packaged
sub-page within our web site,Ó Trinkle
explains. ÒWe routinely check the trafÞc
there to see how many students come,
what they look at, and so forth.Ó In 

Web analytics allows 
quick research-based testing

cycles—something we 
never had with print 

communications.
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this case, Trinkle noticed an unusually
large number of visitors looking at 
the information about graduation
requirements. By sharing this
information with summer orientation
staff, they were better prepared for the
discussions and questions that inevitably
would arise from this group of students. 

Web Analysis 101
Chances are that your web server is

dutifully recording information about
every single request it receivesÑ
sometimes millions a dayÑin its log
Þles. These logs can help you determine
the value and effectiveness of your web
strategy, but Þnding the information
you need in this sea of data, much of
which may not be relevant for most
colleges and universities, is almost
impossible without the proper tools.
Useful web analysis requires some 
level of software that Þlters extraneous
information from the most useful data. 

Some content management systems
(CMS) include analysis tools, in which
case, the information that you need
might already be easily accessible.
Third-party analysis, in which a vendor
generates online web trafÞc reports for a
monthly fee, is an inexpensive option
for institutions that do not have a CMS.
For most colleges and universities,
however, a standalone desktop
application, such as WebTrends or
Urchin, is the preferred solution. These
products are inexpensive, easy to use,
and offer a range of reporting options.
The entry price for an economy-class
analytics package is under $1,000, but
add-on features can quickly push the
price into the $3,000-$5,000 range.
The highest-end packages, used
primarily by e-commerce sites, can 
cost as much as seven Þgures. 

Institutions new to web analysis
might want to consider adopting a
moderate approach, advises Trinkle,
who began a serious analysis of
DePauwÕs site design and functionality

in 2000. Trinkle recommends starting
with a relatively inexpensive analysis
package that comes with standard
reports on trafÞc, sessions, page views
and referrals. ÒEven the canned reports
will give you good and useful
information, which naturally will lead
to asking more questions and seeking
new data,Ó he says.

Georgia TechÕs Moyers suggests new
analysts Òboil it down to the basics in
order to measure what you value and
value what you measure.Ó In other
words, donÕt measure things just out of
curiosity. Instead, measure the data that
you have determined will be objective
indicators of your success. 

Although web analytics is a
relatively new Þeld, the commercial 
e-world has embraced it long enough
that some companies are on their third 

or fourth generation of analysis
software. But donÕt worry if youÕre 
just about to embark on this journey.
ThereÕs an advantage to being a step 
or two behind, says Trinkle. ÒWe can
avoid the mistakes by early adopters
and implement the best practices
upfront.Ó 

For those colleges and universities
that already have taken the plunge,
formal web analysis has proved its
worth in the marketing of higher
education. As Houchin puts it: ÒCollege
and university web sites are getting
better, and that doesnÕt happen by
chance. WeÕre learning, experimenting
and studying the real effects of
experiments on our goals. Web
analytics allows quick research-based
testing cyclesÑsomething we never 
had with print communications.Ó

t h e l a w l o r g r o u p . c o m

WEBWORKWEBWORK

College web sites can be architectural 

wonders or they can leave you wondering. If you 

are looking for intelligent web counsel that integrates 

strategic brand-building initiatives, provides outstanding 

search optimization, offers functional usability, and 

communicates authentic institutional values with 

appealing design and content, then contact us 

today and leave the wondering to us.

W EB A UDIT ¥ I NFO RMATION A RCHITECTURE & W EB DESIGN ¥
CONTENT DEVELOPMENT ¥ SEARCH OPTIMIZAT ION
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Surveying the Landscape: 
A Look at the Year Ahead

The following is excerpted from the
President’s Column in the Nov./Dec.
NACAC Bulletinby Frank Sachs,
NACAC president and director of college
counseling for The Blake School in
Minneapolis, Minn. 

TodayÕs economic priorities on 
the national, state and local levels
increasingly affect equity and access. 
At many colleges and universities, an
applicantÕs ability to pay has become 
an important factor in the admission
decision. The belief that public
education spending is too high has
caused an erosion of support for
elementary and secondary education 
and public universities. The resulting
double-digit tuition increases
inevitablyÑand more broadlyÑ
challenge the public universityÕs
affordability. Today, the typical public
university studentÕs family must spend
more than 28 percent of its annual
income on tuition, and in some states,
as much as 34 percent. 

The current average student-debt
load has climbed above $20,000 and
threatens to climb even higher, as the
reauthorization of the Higher Education
Act (presently before Congress) may
eliminate the ability to consolidate
student loans at one low interest rate
upon graduation. Subject to a variable
rate, this plan would add as much as
$5,500 to the average studentÕs debt
load. One has to question this particular
decision. The Chronicle of Higher
Education recently revealed that the two
most powerful members of the House
Education Committee, Chairman John

Boehner of Ohio and Representative
Howard ÒBuckÓ McKeon of California,
who are actively promoting this change,
received donations in excess of $500,000
to their re-election campaigns from the
very members of the lending industry
who would most beneÞt from a variable
student-loan rate. 

At the time I write this, the
proposal for reauthorization of higher
education presently before Congress
calls for reductions in access programs,
such as LEAP and Work Study, while
the president, in his Education Budget,
called for the elimination of 38
education programs, totaling $1.4
billion. He proposes freezing the
maximum Pell Grant (which goes 
to our neediest students) at $4,050
(exactly where it has been the past 
three years). Further, the House Higher
Education Act proposal would freeze
Pell for a total of seven years and reduce
its ability to make a difference in
thousands of studentsÕ lives. 

The spiraling cost of education,
combined with state and federal
Þnancial aid budget cuts, threaten

access. This silent killer of dreams
affects students from low-income
families by creating an inability to
afford a college education. Lack of access
and sufÞcient Þnancial aidÑa real crisis
in higher education last yearÑmade
college unaffordable for more than
250,000 students. This number
threatens to grow, as the number of
high school graduates eligible to attend
college will steadily increase through
the year 2013. I fear a time when
millions will Þnd higher education an
unattainable dream. 

NACAC members can access the full 
text of this article by visiting
www.nacac.com/member/bulletin.cfm.  

Can For-Profit Schools
Pass an Ethics Test? 

Over the last few years, the Apollo
Group has watched its proÞle riseÑ
mostly for the right reasons. It has
expanded its University of Phoenix to
158 campuses, providing professional
and technical degrees to working adults
from Salem, Ore., to Guaynabo, Puerto
Rico. Enrollment has doubled, to
255,600 students, in just the last four
years. The market capitalization of 
the company, which earns a proÞt, 
has surged 374 percent over the same
period. 

But these days, the Apollo Group,
based in Phoenix, may be gaining
notice of a less desirable kind. In
September, it agreed to pay the federal
Department of Education $9.8 million
to settle charges that its recruiting
practices violated Title IV of the Higher
Education Act, which regulates how
almost $70 billion of federal grants,

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 recent news items related to the topics of
student loan debt, for-proÞt education, and the economics of higher education Þnancing.
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loans and work-study programs are
distributed to students at colleges and
universities each year. A Department 
of Education report asserted that the
school based its recruitersÕ pay on the
numbers of students they brought 
in, and punished underperforming
recruiters by isolating them in glass-
walled rooms and threatening to Þre
them if they failed to meet management
goals. Enrollment-based incentives and
punishments are sometimes illegal
under federal law. 

In the last year, the Career Education
Corporation of Hoffman Estates, Ill.,
has faced lawsuits, from shareholders
and students, contending that, among
other things, its colleges have inßated
enrollment numbers. In February, FBI
agents raided 10 campuses run by ITT
Educational Services of Carmel, Ind.,
looking for similar problems; the
company has not been charged with 
any wrongdoing. 

A routine government audit in
December 2003 of student aid programs
at Bryman College in San Jose, Calif.,
part of Corinthian Colleges, found that
it was too slow to return federal aid to

the government after students 
withdrew from school, and it 
incorrectly calculated how much 
it owed the government and did not
keep proper records, said a department
spokeswoman, Jane Glickman. After
that, the Department of Education
required Corinthian, which is based 
in Santa Ana, Calif., to give its own
money to students and then seek
reimbursement from the government.
The requirement was lifted on Sept. 22,
but the Corinthian web site says the
SEC opened an investigation on Sept.
16 into its Òprojections, Þnancial
performance and communications with
securities analysts and investors during
the Þscal year ended June 30, 2004.Ó 

Such scrutiny may portend tough
times for what has been a high-ßying,
proÞtable industry. According to
Department of Education statistics, for-
proÞt post-secondary schools, including
those that grant degrees and those that
do not, enrolled 765,701 students in the
fall of 2001, the most recent year for
which complete statistics are available.
That is almost 30 percent more than the
589,600 they enrolled in 1996.

The schools say they offer practical
career training in a time when job
stability has vanished for many people.
The Career College Association, an
industry trade group in Washington,
reports that 70 percent of the students
at for-proÞt colleges are the Þrst in 
their families to go to college. David
Longanecker, a Department of
Education ofÞcial in the Clinton
administration who is now the executive
director of the Western Interstate
Commission for Higher Education, a
research group in Boulder, Colo., said
for-proÞt colleges like the University of
Phoenix Òare emerging as an important
part of the educational system.Ó 

For-proÞt education companies also
had the best run of any group on Wall
Street from 2002 to 2003, said Howard
Block, an analyst at Banc of America
Securities in San Francisco, which does
not have a Þnancial interest in Apollo,
Career Education, Corinthian Colleges,
or ITT Educational Services, though 
the bank has advised some of those
companies. Overall, he noted, publicly
traded post-secondary education stocks
rose 460 percent over that period,
compared with a 24 percent loss for the
Standard & PoorÕs 500-stock index. 

But after last Wednesday, he said,
education stocks were up only 4 percent
this year. They have become the targets
of short-sellersÑinvestors who hope to
make money by betting that particular
stocks will fall. Jeffrey M. Silber, a
senior analyst at Harris Nesbitt, the
investment research unit of the BMO
Financial Group, said some investors
had told him they were investigating
suspicious practices themselves. 

This is not the Þrst time for-proÞt
education has come under Þre. In past
decades, there were questions about 
an earlier generation of schools and
whether some got federal aid by
admitting unqualiÞed studentsÑlike
people who had not graduated from
high schoolÑor lied about class
offerings and job placement results. 
In the late 1980s and early Õ90s, abuses
became so widespread that Congress



[ 2 6 ]© The Lawlor Review Winter 2005

rewrote parts of the Higher Education
Act in 1992 to crack down on the
schools. 

Industry ofÞcials, analysts and the
Career College Association concede 
that bad behavior was widespread in 
the past. But they contend that the
current investigations are a politically
motivated attempt to curb their success
in drawing studentsÑand thus federal
Þnancial aidÑaway from traditional
nonproÞt universities and colleges.
ÒThis is a zero-sum game, and a win for
some is a loss for the others,Ó said Dr.
Longanecker.

Law-enforcement ofÞcials dismiss
the idea that the investigations are
anything other than a look at whether
the schools and colleges are playing by
the rules. Bill Lockyer, the California
attorney general, for example, said he
was reviewing for-proÞt vocational
schools in response to complaints from
students. His spokesman, Tom Dresslar,
said Mr. Lockyer was studying whether
schools were inßating graduation rates,
placement statistics and graduatesÕ
salaries. He is also trying to determine 
if for-proÞt colleges misrepresent
faculty membersÕ credentials and course
content. 

ÒThe problem is, from the hypo-
thetical studentÕs standpoint, youÕre out
there, you want to improve your life, and
you see this advertisement, with these
great numbers,Ó he said. ÒYou sign up,
and to complete the course you need a
student loan, which can get into the
tens of thousands of dollars. You
graduate and you Þnd out they lied, and
you canÕt get a decent job. So now youÕre
in a situation where you have enormous
debt.Ó 

While the costs at these schools 
vary, it is generally understood that 
for-proÞt universities Òare priced higher
than public nonproÞts like community
colleges and lower than private,
nonproÞt institutions,Ó said Sean
Robert Gallagher, a senior analyst at
Eduventures, a Þrm based in Boston
that provides consulting services for 
for-proÞt and nonproÞt schools. In its

annual report to the SEC, Corinthian
Colleges said that a student pursuing an
undergraduate degree from its schools
could expect to pay $9,000 a year in
tuition, on average, depending on the
number and types of classes. 

In the end, it may not take a huge
scandal to cool investorsÕ enthusiasm.
Over the long haul, it may be
impossible for all for-proÞt colleges to
sustain the growth rates the market has
come to expect, particularly because the
industry is so heavily regulated. ÒThe
question for investors is, what will
change in the way these companies
conduct businessÑand will there be
implications for the growth rate?Ó 
said Dr. Block, the Banc of America
Securities analyst. 

This article has been excerpted from The
New York Times.It appeared on December
12, 2004. 

For Student Loan
Borrowers, Good Credit
Where ItÕs Due

More than 40 percent of college
graduates now leave their campuses
owing over $20,000 in student loans.
Among those earning doctoral degrees,
more than 60 percent Þnish their
education with over $30,000 in student
loan debt. 

Student loan debts are related to
deep problems in our societyÑfor
example, limited access to higher
education for the less afßuentÑthat
cannot be solved without complex
changes. But we can reduce the debtsÕ
impact through a relatively simple,
quick and inexpensive reform: changing
our credit-scoring system. 

Your credit score determines how
much you pay when you borrow money:
the lower the score, the higher the price
of credit. A low score can also affect
your ability to buy insurance for
property or a home at a reasonable rate
because insurance companies assume
you are a risk taker and under Þnancial
stress, and thus may be unreliable in
making payments. A poor score might

even hurt your chances in the job
market. But details about what
variables make up the score, how they
are weighted, and how they affect each
other are information that companies
that calculate and report credit scores
have never made public. 

The Þrst step toward reform is for
the companies to reveal precisely how
they determine the scores. The
companies view scoring models as
proprietary data, but they could at least
disclose the information to a federal
entity like the Federal Reserve Board.
The FedÑwhich is charged with
overseeing our nationÕs monetary policy,
including the cost and availability of
creditÑhas the expertise and
objectivity to assess the fairness of the
scoring models and to oversee the
companies that use them. 

The next step is to change how the
companies treat student loans in their
models. From the information that is
availableÑincluding data from the
leading credit-score company, Fair
IsaacÑwe can safely assume that for
scoring purposes, the companies treat
student loans like mortgages or credit
card debt. That approach means that
recent graduates with overwhelming
debt or a single default on a large
student loan will have very poor credit
scores, which doom them to higher
prices for credit after they graduate. 

Yet companies like Fair Isaac do rank
certain forms of debt as better or worse.
For example, borrowing from a Þnance
company is less creditworthy than
borrowing from a major bank. The
rationale is that banks are better than
Þnance companies at evaluating the risk
of lending to potential borrowers, and
thus those who get loans from banks are
more likely to repay the money. 

Why not treat student loans as
better than other debts? Big student
loans are in large part the result of the
cost of education, not the spending
habits of the studentÑand thus not a
good indication that the borrower is a
poor credit risk and likely to default. 
In addition, the product of student
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B U I L D I N G  F O R  T H E  F U T U R E
How the Academy is Improving the Living Experience

More and more students are arriving on college campuses with an expectation 
of new, student-friendly facilities—and colleges are racing to satisfy their
desires. As a result, the physical landscape of the campus is changing. The 

old-style dormitory with the community bathroom is giving way to apartment-
style suites and new updated residence halls. The mess hall cafeteria has 

been transformed into a dining center that caters to the culinary desires of even 
the pickiest eaters. All kinds of amenities are being served up to a generation

used to having its needs met. In our next issue, we’ll take a look at how colleges
are responding to the perceived demands of the Millennial generation. 

What are they doing? Is it necessary? And is it good? 

M A K I N G  I T  P E R S O NA L
Customizing the Campus Visit

The campus visit is growing up. Today, when prospective students come to 
check out a college or university, they’re getting a lot more than just a tour 
of the campus. Now they can expect a customized experience. Colleges across 

the country are tailoring the campus visit to segmented populations by hosting
special interest visit events and targeting different affinity groups—and 
not just during the school year. Our next issue explores some of the specific 
things institutions are doing to enhance the campus visit experience and 

hopefully, generate increased yields. 
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