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INTRODUCTION 

The Visiting Committee found Bennington to be unique and 
successful. The College is devoted to teaching in fields of 
·talent and creativity often left untaught by other colleg e s. 
Further, Bennington is committed to teaching its curriculum in 
a very personal and very demanding fashion. The mer:1bers of the 
Committee feel strongly that an association of colleges and uni 
versities should cherish the uniqueness of Bennington . and not at
tempt to force its progra ·rn into a rr.ore common mold. Faculty and 
students ali1<e at Bennington ·agree that the educational progran ,/ 
there is highly successful. The intent of this report is to nour~ 
ish the success of that program, not to urge conformity to a norm. 

/ 
The Cor.unittee expe~ienced great difficulty in evaluating 

Bennington because a new president has been i11 office for only a 
year after a period of considerable turmoil. Time after time the 
same answer was given to questions coming from members of the 
Visiting Committee. A Bennington fa~ulty or sta ff member would 
reply to an inquiry that a real problem existed in a given area '../ 

-and that under the leadership of the new president steps were being 
taken to deal with that problemo The Committe e is convinced th.at 
problems have been identified and that tl1ere is every reason to 
beli~ve that many of them will be addressed. Howev er , the _ Commit-
tee left the campus with a strong sense of the ·tasks which need to 
be done in the next few years and with an equally strong sen~e of 
our inability to measure good intentions against concrete results. 
The Committee notes that the last review of Bennington o ccurre d 
just after a previous pres iden t took o ffice. It is the view of the 
Committee that this timing of visits is not wise .. 

OBJECTIVES 

All cor1sti tuents of the Bennington com.muni ty have a clear 
sense of the purpose of the College and the educat io nal methods 
used to achieve that purpose. The awareness of the unique purpose 
of Bennington is strong throughout the coTilI'.lunity and is the coherent 
force around which the College functions. Initiation into the 
"Bennington experience" is the major theme of student li fe. I:ach 
student learns that he must shoulder a major share of the resµonsi
bility for planning his own academic program and that bu~den is very 
demanding, indeed too demanding for some students who matri culate. 
The survivors among the students share with the faculty a pride in 
the rich fruits of the "Bennington experience." To a degree which / 
exceeds the norm at other colle ge s and universities, there is a :/ 
shared awareness of educational goals at Bennington and this shared 
awareness is an important strength of the College. The academic 
program implements these goals successfully. 

ORGANIZATION AND C0NTROL 

_ The fact of turmoil at Bennington in recent years has been well 
advertised in the media. The Committee attempted to assess the impact 
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of this turnoil on the educational proB;ra;;i at Bennington. First, / 
the Committee can report wi-:hout hesitation that the turmoil never 
interrupted the instructional ;program. Faculty and students agree 
that no classes were cancelled, no programs disr upted, no st~~da r~ s 
were lowered. Whatever else may have happened at the College, the 
educational program continued uninterrupted. 

What then was the import of the turmoil? The Com.mi ttee in-
quired if the turmoil was merely the product of personality clashes 
or if larger structural problems in governance had led to conflict. 
Granted that personalities played a role, the Cor.lI'.littee does not 
think it accurate to dismiss the problems of that era with the easy _ 
assurance that more compatible perionalities have arrived on the 
scene. Structural problems exist and need to be addressed. './ 

- · _One faculty member summarized a widely held faculty view by 
saying that the new president was fine because "he understands th~ ,,,.. 

· limits of presidential authority." To this faculty member that l/ 
statement meant that all educational policy and responsibility for 
innbvation lies in the hands of the faculty. By implication, this 
view holds that the president and other administrators are without 

'responsibility for or power of initiative in r-;e ga rd to the educa
tional progr&m. The Committee is not persuad,id that this view of 
~he role of the president and his administrative associates serv e s 
the long term interests of the College or, indeed, of the faculty 
itself. 

The faculty are divided into six Divisions and Divisional 
secretaries, not Divisional chairmen, are namP.d for each unit. ,,/ 
The Committee _has grave doubt _s __ that this pattern .of_ lli vis ior:.al / 
s -ecreta:Pi -es -is wise .. - - They seem to pL::y a minor r o le in bt ictg et in.g 
and li t-fle - seems to be expected of them with regard to assuri ng co
herence in the methods and goals of i r1st ruction in each Division. 
The result is that these responsibilities fall on th~ Facu lty Educa
tional Policy CorrJTiittee and on the administra-cion. It would seem 
appropriate for the faculty to ask if a somewhat stronger definition 
of the role of Divisional secretaries might help each Division and ./· 
the College in planning and implementing the educational program. --.' 
For example, faculty in the Division of Science and !·fa thematics are ) 
restive about the place of their program in the offerings of the 1 

CollAge but do not s~em to have articulated succ e ssfully their con- 1 

cerns and hopes to faculty colleagues or to the administratioh. 
Stronger Divisional organization might help them to do so. 

Governance at Bennington is kept to a minimum and when it is 
permitted as a necessary evil, the procedures are very democratic. 
Faculty election plays a major role in the selection of deans. The 
secretaries of Divisions have very limited powers. Ju s t as each 
student is asked to take much of the responsibility for planning / 
his program, each faculty member is given much autonomous space in '/ 
which to teach and carry on his professional activi·ty. In the words 
of one administrator, until the present, Bennington has been ."essen-
tially unmanaged." · 

The Committee is not convinced that more orderly governance and 
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management are incompatible with the educational goals.and methods / 
of Bennington~ To the contr ary, the C6mmittee is quite convinced . 
that if the Colle ge continues;to drift in an "unm a naged" condition; 
the strength and vitality of the ~ducation~l program ~ay suffer. 
Specific examples of this concern are ci te d throughout the report. 

Even Within the present system, · misunderstandings of governance·/ 
· procedures · and outcomes abound. At lea.st ten members of the faculty 

\

assured mer.1bers of the Visiting Committee that they knew [10thing of 
the institutional self-study and had never participated in its comple
tion. The major issues treated in the self-stud y were reviewed for 
a year and a half in faculty meetings as well as in the Faculty Educa
tional Policy Committee. Or to cite another example, the science 
faculty protested that the administration and an energy committee 

___ planned to close their facility. for the Non Resident Terr.1 without 
consulting them. In point of fact, one of their group sat on the 
energy committee. The Visiting Committee would only observe that 
the patterns 6£ governance at Bennington are exceedingly democratic; 
faculty and students have a broad ran ge of power and consul tatio n in 
the process. Given that fact, it is difficult to understand why the 
outcomes of 21. participatory governcID.Ce process ar e described as ill
considered -:ind oppressive edicts., [it seeIT'.s that the opportuni ti.es to /✓/ 
share in decision making abound much more than does a willingness to 
accept the results of that proce~~l 

/ 
The Committee was impressed with a gr e at lack of continuity in •/ 

l • 

the Bennington admini stra tion. Since a previous cornnittee visited, 
one president completed a term~ there was an interim pe r iod, ano t her 
president completed a brief te rm, anothe r int2rim f ollowed and a new 
president is in office. Other administrative o ffi cers hav e served 
short terms. This turnover of person11el may be eval uated positively 
especially in an ins ·t itution which emyhasizes a democratic governing 
pr0cess. However, the Visiti~ g_ Comrnit tee feels tha t the lack of 
continuity has created proble ms at - -fi-ie- C01re -ge ·. So me adrr~in .istrators 
don .of ·-seem toh ave a- cornr71et e grasp o':f fnf o rmatio ri relevant to their 
responsibilities and a sense of the evolution of those respons i bilities 
over time. · 

- The Director of Admissions is preoccupied with the task of fill
ng each Freshman class and the Dean of Studies carries an enormous 
oad of academic_~ouriseling and oversight of programs. ~either has 
ad the opportunity to study the problem of t~e large ~Jmoer of stu

Ldents who resign from Bennington., They will be unable to do so unless 
they have sufficiently long terms in their respective offices. Simi
larly, continuity in the Office of the Dean of Faculty can help pro
vide continuity in educational planning. In general, the Committee 
fe _els that more __ cont inui ty can be maintained r-within tne -- C-oliege with-
o_ut stifling opportuniti~ _for -~-QJJ~_atiD .na l_inj. tia ti ve. -- · . .. 

. - ---
Because of concern about governance, the Visiting Committee asked 

that representatives · of the Trustees be available th roughout the visit , 
not just for Sunday dinner. The availability o f the Trustees greatly 
facilitated the work of the Committee. From discussions with two 
trustees, the Committee finds th em aware of both ne rsonal a nd st r uc
tural problems which created controversy in recent years. The Trustees 
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are knowledReable about their College ~nd appreciative of the 
strength and ::10J,1entum generated by a new a.dmi:-iistratio~. \·Jhile 
attem?ting to resolve contro versies , the Trustees becane too in
volved in the administration af the Coll ege and, as · a result, they 
h~ve a strong sense of a division of power between . the Boa~d and 
campus adninistrati~n. They share with their ca mpus constituencies 
an enthusiastic affirmatio11 of the unique goals and method s of 
Bennington. F~nally, they realize that the maintenance of excellence 
at _Bennington requires a vast increase in annual giving to ·tile College 
as well as a successful capital ·campaign. 

ACADEMIC PROGRAMS 

Two facts characterize ihe academic program at Bennington, · the 
emphasis on ~nstruction in the fine and performing arts and the re- · 
quirement that each student shoulder much of the burden for his own 
curricular planning. This progra ~ is very demanding of ·the time and 
energy of faculty and students alike. Benningt6n enjoys a student
faculty ratio of approximately 8.5 to 1 but t~e ideal of personalized 
education creates an insatiable demand for faculty time. The emphasis 
on the fine and performing arts had led the College to find methods 
which are different from those appropriate to thP lecture hall and 
science laboratory. The program in f ine and performing arts is not 
a marginal comment on an otherwise more traditional curricul~m. 
Rather, faculty in the arts play a very important role setti~g the 
tone and the policy of ~he College. 

The Performing and Visual Art's 

There are four Divisions in the performing arts--Music, Drama, 
Dance, and Black Music--and there is a Division of the Visual Arts. 
All of the arts are studied as contemporary expressions, and for the 
insight they afford into the cultures of the paste In each Division 
of the performing arts, students are involved in performance and 
composit~on. Students work on th e level appropriate to their pre
vious experience and individual abilities rath£r than by their year 
in college. During each term, a series of productions, based on 
activities in studios and workshops is an essential part of the 

·teaching plan. The Visual Arts student demonst~ates ability in at 
least two media through exhibitions of representative work. 

In the Music Division, the program requires the interaction of 
composition and vocal and instrumeni:al· study., Techniques, su2h as 
theory and harmony are taught through composition--The study of which 
begins in the student's first year. For advanced work in Music, the 
Division's two essential requirements are a substantial representation 
of advanced work in both performance and composition. 

The Dance Division emphasizes practical work in choreography 
and perform~nce. During the first two years, a Dance student parti
cipates in composition or performance plus technique classes. An 
advanced Dance student participates in composition or performance 
plus technique and can pursue his or r. 2r _special interest thr ough 
tutorials. All Dance Division students participate in production 
crews each term. 
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The Drama · program ceve1ops actors, directo:~s, playwrights, and 
designers. It offers students the op~ortunity to exblore Dra□a as 
a part of their Liberal Arts e~ucation through perfornance classes, 
.workshops, and produc-r .ions. · Dram ·a is taught as a perfor·r:1ing art 
rather than an academic subject. Students study Dramatic Literature 
through the Literature D~vision. 

The Black Music Division has been in ·existence for only five 
ye a·r s . It covers are as in Music not covered in the Music Divis ion • 
There is no Major in this Division; students pursue inter-divisional 
work (usually in Music), one-half of which can be in Black Music. A 

· senior recital is not mandatory. The impetus for the initiation of 
this program came largely from the faculty members involved. In
quirie3 from prospective students about the program are on the in
crease and the program has gained international recognition. 

In the Visual Arts Division, a freshman is limited to two terms 
and is involved in Introduction to Art as well as studio classes in 
2D 2-nd 3D Art. At the same time, they · are in volved in three other 
areas. The acceptance of a Major in Visual Arts irlvolves a review 
of work. Approximately 20 students are accepted as Majors into the 
Junior class and 16 - 24 are graduated as Art Majors. The only pro-

~-blem which the SecretRry of the Visual Arts Division cited was the 
lack of a position for the Director of the Division's Museum. 

The faculty of all of the Arts Divisions are professional artists 
in their own right. This accounts for a student product which is 
competently professionally oriented and prbtects each program against 
"dilettantism." It is expected that after gr a du a tion'.) professionally 
motivated students will seek intensive further professional training 
in the art of their choicee 

The Science and Mathematics Division 

The science and mathematics division at Bennington occupies a 
role oft~n assigned to Fine Arts programs at other colleges. ~ith
out extensive staff or offerings, the Division plays~ su~porting 
ro 1 e t O Other strong Di Vis i On s e -~ .:-, • : :. c-..r--f' '· ·< I :_ V •• _..., __ • • Jj. , . ' ; 

. During the past decade the program of this Division has been 
strengthened so that the concer·n of the last Visiting Committee need 
not resurface~ The new science facility is adequate to the needs of 
the present program and much more. In addition to offerings in gen
eral · educntion, the Division prepares a significant number o f students 

1 for graduate study in science and medicine. Good students from 
Bennington are accepted for graduate study without difficulty. 

The relevant question regarding this Division is not if it has 
sufficient strength to play a supporting role but how much it can 

...., 

1
, grow teyond that role. The Corn.mi tt2e found that the faculty of this 

\ \Division have not stated clearly their hopes for building strength. 
The present debate about a replacement appointment--whether it should 
continu e to be a perrnafient biologist or whether it should now rotate 
within the Division--is a small part of a more compreh e nsive concern · 
for the Division. A plan for th~ future of the Division which allocates 
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faculty time to general education on th 8 one hand and to ti□e for 
more a4vanced ~ork for majcrs and pre-professional students on the 
other hand would provide a stdndard against which alternative plans 
for appointments can be measured. 

Social Sciences 

The · division of Social Science incilbdes fourteen full-time 
fadulty meDbers, of whom six hold the PhGD. degree, and two part
time faculty meDbers, both with the Ph.D. About half th e faculty 

~ have published scholarly work, ·al though very fer,-J have published 
books. The social science faculty ordinarily suffer somewhat from 

-the isolation from disciplinary colleagues typical of facul ty in 
small colleges; there are three psychologists, three philosophers, 
two historians, two political scientists, two economists, two 
anthropologists, and two people in early childhood education. Al
though they do not attempt to offer straight disciplinary majors, 
each faculty member is called upon to offer an extremely wide range 
of courses; as many as ten or eleven different courses are listed 
in the catalogue for some faculty members over a two-year per 1 iod. 
If·they actually attempt to do that, the inability to publish is 

: -tinderstandahle. Most faculty members teach two courses each term, 
---·-and also give small-group tutorials and direct independent study, 

as well as serving as academic counselors for six to ten students. 

The division of Social Sciences includes Anthropology, Early 
Childhood, Economlcs, History, Philosophy, ·Politics, and Psychology. 
Students majoring in the Social Sciences gen~rally include at least 
two disciplines and sometimes more. Their wo~k includes a required 
senior thesis, usuall y supervised by one fa culty me1nber w~th an 
additional reader from a second disciplinee While there are occasion
ally team-taught cours es, most of the integration among disciplines 
is done by the. students, with the help of their counselors. An 
introduc~ory course in social theory is taught by faculty members 
from various disciplines ill turn; while not a "requi red" course for 
the major it is strongly encouraged for first-year students. It 
emphasizes the development of analytical and cri tical facuJties by 
dealing with primary materials rather than with scholarly interpre
tations. 

While no courses are offered in "education," as such, one faculty 
member offers courses in "early child:1.ood," which are taken by stud ents 
interested in education. Philosophy, traditionally included in Humani
ties divisions, is at Bennington included in the Social Sciences, al
though the emphasis does not seem to be on political philosophy. 
History is also in the Social Sciences. Sociology is not included as 
a discipline, although some of the areas of conce rn :o sociologists 
are treated by the philosophers (alienation) and psychologists 
(socialization, race and sex, social p~ychology); the decision was 
made some years ago to have two anthropologists ra t her than to in
crease the number of disciplines to includ e sociologye 

Overall, the Social Science program looks strong for such a 
small faculty. The insistence on interdisciplinary majors appears 
wise because of the limited number of faculty in any one discipline. 
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there is a potential problem for the student because of the large 
number of courses listed in the catalog which nay not be offered 
within any -particular two or ~hree year period, al though the catalog 
does include a disclaimer thaf ''the curriculum at Bennin~to~ College 
is constantly changing and the courses included in this catalog are 
meant to give an indication of what is taught at the College." 

Literature and Languages 

Fifteen full-time faculty members offer courses in English, 
French, German, Russian and Spanish literature, and workshops in 
verse and prose writing. The major requires eight courses in the 
last two years at the intermediate and advanced level, including a 
senior thesis which is either a critical essay or an original work. 
The division tends to be overenrolled and requires serious commit
ment f~om students who wish to major; not all prospective majors are 
accepted by the division. Writing worksho?S are limited in size and 
permission to enroll is usually based on submission of samples of 
written work. 

Students who concentrate in French, German, Russian or Spanish 
literature do part of their work in tutorials and independent read-

- - -: -ing projects; each is urged to spend one or two terms studylng abroad 
during the junior year, which helps to overcome the possible dis
advantages of having only one faculty member at Benningto~ in German, 
Russian and Spanish literatu re, and two in French. We did not det e r
mine how many students each year major in one of these arEas (data 
were given only for the whole division), but presumably the number 
is small. 

Seven of the fif~een full-time faculty hold the Ph.D.; a few 
of thPm and a number of the others are published writer3, as are the 
three of the four part-time faculty. Although most appear to con
centrate either on literature of writing, several teach both areas. 
While two faculty teach french, there is only one each in German, 
Russian, Spanish, and Greek~ Distinguished American author s grace 
the Benning ton faculty of American Literature and attract to 
_Bennington students with motivation and talent to follow in their 
stepse 

The Non Resident Term 

Althoug~ the Non Resident Term has been an integral part of / 
the _philosophy of education at Bennington and has thus occupied a/ 
large part of the academic calendar, until this past year it has / 
not rPceived the attention it has needed. But with the hiring of a ·/ 
full-time NRT Director and the commitment of additional funds to the 
office, th~ College has signaled a revitalization of this aspect of 
the curriculum. Indeed, the NRT has been taken into the academic 
wing of the College. The new dire~tor is energetically seeking not 
only new, solid positions, both paid and volunteer, but sne is also 
consciously tying NRT oppo~t~nities to career interest of Bennington 
students. The orga~ izat ion of the NRT office and the use students 
are making of it attest to the importance of the N~T in the eyes of 
the Collegeo There _is significarit potential here. 
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tvaluation of Student Wo~k 

. . The fact that Bennington has neither ~ traditional ·grading 
sy~tem nor a quantitative standard for awarding ~he degree concerned 
Borne ~embers of the Committee before they arrived on caIT.pus. During 
the visit, this concern was answered. There is no question in the 

/

minds of the Cqr.unittee that evaluation of student work is rigorous 
~nd fair. Likewise, students are not automatically awarded the de
gree after four years of residence. Students are in effect "admitted" 
from lower level college work to programs in concentration. That re-
view which normally occurs after two years is vigorous and meaningful 

,, and the standards for awarding the Bachelor's Degree are comparable 
with those at other colleges. Contrary to some popular stereotypes, 
the. academic program at Bennington is neither quixotic nor without 
rigor .. 

Scie .-~ce faculty are concerned that the <1°ecision to · abolish 
v gra.des may harm stu ·dents who apply for graduate study in their area. 

If the option of taking grades is not restored, students in the 
sciences must be taught strategies needed to overcome any handicap 
incurred because of the unique transcript. 

=~ ·- Written evaluations of all course work are provided by the 
instructors, and become part of · the student's transc ript portfolio. 
The evaluation forms provide a space for the instructor to check 
p~ssing, :,.10t passing, or incomplete. As in most c~ll ege s which use 
narrative evaluations, the quality of the evaluations is variable. 
When they are well-done (clearly written, critical, informative) 
·t he tra~script portfolio is an impressive document. ( Th e Registr~r's 
Office retypes the evaluations for the transcript, which is time
comsuming for th em but very helpful to the reader'.,) h7he re they are 

_poor, the transcript is hard to interpret and can appear a lmost 
fraudulent. On the small number of student records we examin~d, 
the social science, natural science and human it ies faculty appeared 
to be doing more thorough and informative evaluations than some of 
those in the Visual and Performing Arts. The Dean of Studies and 
Assistant Dean of Studies may, and sometimes do, question inadequate 
evaluations and ask the faculty member to revise them~ 

We were informed by the Registrar that most faculty do turn in 
the req~ired evaluations on time. The policy is enforced by the 
withholding of the final paycheck or the term until all the evalu~-
tions are in. . -

,(~ The Cammi ttee has some doubts about the implementa·tion of the 
~lt\ evaluation 3ystem although no doubt is expressed about the principle 
· ,1of each evaluation system. A review of evaluations on file in the 

Registrar's Office suggests that practice does not al wa ys correspond 
with principle. vTnen the evaluations were for interrB.l purposes 
only~ backed up by a "shadow" grading system for outside use, the 
lack of information about a student•s performance in a course may 
not have been crucial. Now that the evaluation is the only thing 
a student has to show to the outside world about the work in a 
course, it is important for faculty to learn how to write evaluations 
which do in fact evaluate the work done, and for an of f icial of the 
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College to have the ·authority to question ev~luations which ~o not 
do that. At .least one evalu~tion appeared not only non-informative 
but also totally inappropriate; we were informed that the Dean of 

·studies has asked the faculty nember to rewrite it, but it has gone 
into the . officia l transcript unchang e d. In another case, the tran
script showed a course as "passed" when· the evaluation form showed 
that it was "incomplete" because, the faculty r::ernber stated, "I 
have no sense of this student in the course. 1

' The la.tteP appeared 
to be a simple error of transcribing; it was brought to the attention 
of the Assistant Dean, who said it would be corrected. Still another 
transcript ca rried a notation after a grade of "A", "This professor 
gives A grades to all students." It is not clear who is empowered 
to make such notations on transcripts~ 

The evaluation system compounds the chances for such errors at 
any college. Bennington does have a monitoring system whic h is 
generally good. The need appears to be for a more thorough and 
general understanding on the part of the faculty of the ways in which 
the evaluations will be used outsid e the College and of the problems 
that can occur. 

General Education and the Major Program 

Bennington students are required to fulfill a distribution re
quirement by pu~suing work in four of the eight divisions--Literature 
and Languages, Social Science, Natural Science and Mathematics, 
Black Music, Dance, Drama, Music, and Vis~al Arts--during their 
first two years, and to complete one year's work beyond the intro-

- ductory level in three disciplines. Because five of the Divisions 
are in the Visual and Performing Arts, the evaluation team was cor1-

\
. cerned that students might fulfill the distribution requil.,ements by 
a rather narrow range of work within the arts. We were assured that 
the academic counselors and Educational Counseling Committee do not 

· allow that to h 9 ppen, and the sample of records we looked at seem 
~6 indicate that arts students do in fact usually include at least 
two of the areas of humAnities, social science , and natural science 
in their programs, and that social science and s6ience students often 
do significant amoun ts of work in humanities and the arts. 

The major is developed by students with their academic counselors 
during their fourth term; the tentative plan must be accepted by the 
division or divisio ns in which the work is to be done; it is also 
presented to the Dean of Stu dies, who refers questionable cases to 
the Educational Counseling Committee. The tentative plan lays out 
proposed courses and independent reading or tutorials in the major; 
by the end of the third year students must sub mit a confirmation of 
plan which includes any changes in courses and also a plan for the 
senior thesis or project required by most divisions. Divisions may 
not require more than fourteen courses for a major; no student is 
permitted to take more than twenty-two (of a total of thirty-two) 
courses in a division without special approval of the Educationai
Counseling Cammi tt ee. The tentative plans are not autornatic2.lly 
accepted by every division. Especially in areas like creative writing 
and some of the arts, students ~ay be turned down by one division and 
need to present alternative plans for a major. Sometimes conditions 
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tfor the retention of ac~demic good standing are attached at the 
tentative plan stage. · 

Comparative Standards qnd Pro grams 

At times, the shared sense of unique ioals and ~ethods in the 
academic program at· Bennington becomes so great a virtue that it is 

f v ery nearly a vice~ Some Bennington faculty refuse to deal with any 

\

~uestions invol v ing comparisions of th~ ·Bennington program vith that 
at other colleges . According to this view, the Bennington program 
has unique goals, unique met~1ods and unique standards ~or evalua~ing 

~ -- .· the success of those methods. Put succinctly, the College is i~-

{ 
comparable. This view leads to an unnecessary parochialism especially 

·, in a time when more and more Bennington students are spending a term 
o r a year of study elsewhere. The faculty might ask if there are not 
ways to compare their standards at Bennington with standards else-
where not in order to make Bennington conform to more traditional 

./ patterns but rathe:i; to _ ensure that the uniqueness of Bennington is 
~~ - a uniqueness of exd~llence . not a uniqueness nf isolated mediocrity. 

Already many students choose to study elsewhere for a semester 
o r a year. A formal exchange arrangement with a large university 
would assist students who seek instruction in areas not offered at 
Bennington and would offer a structured basis for comparison of 
programs at Bennington and other institutio11s. In any case, a re
view of options ·available to students for study elsewhere seems 
appropriate. A list prepared for the Visiting Committee indicated 
that thirteen of those eighty-four students Bennington expects to 
graduate in June, 1978 studied away from Bennington. Perhaps a well 

·organized CoJ.lege approved and Colle 6e advocated series of study 
opportunities elsewhere could raise the percenta ge of students study
ing away from 15% while simultaneously reducin g the attri t ion rate of 
approximately 50%. Bennington Overseas as it is developed, could be 
part of a larger~rategy to · provide resources i n other cultures and 
resources of larger American institutions to Benni_ngton undergraduates. 
Programs of study abroad should be subject to ~pproval by a faculty 
committee or a dean. Presently, non-accredited, profit-making pro
grams--unacceptable at many other colleges-~are approved at Bennington. 

Graduate Programs 

Bennington has traditionally offered a few students a Master's 
pegree in Arts. Most of the previously existi~g graduate offerings 

,/ have ground to a halt but new -~oncepts __ ar~ _ _l?ei_ng dE:v_eloped by the 
faculty. Presently a plan is under review to institute MFA Programs 
in Music and Creative Writinge The Committee reports this fact to 
the Association and instructs the Bennington administration to report 
to the .Association when complete plans for these graduate programs 
have been developed. 

;,FACULTY 

~ust as Bennington has a uniquP, program, it has, appropriately, 
a unique faculty. Many of the faculty in the Fine and Performing 
Arts do not have traditional credentials but they participate regularly 

-~ --
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'in professional activities and they are among the stronger faculty of 
the College. ':'he faculty in Social Sciences, Science and Mathema-:ics 
are fewer in nu□ber than at m9st colleges but they are well quali~ied. 
All divisions which offer a major have sufficient strength for that 
purpose and the Science and Mathe□atics Division, ·for example have an 
outstanding record of placjng graduates in professional or graduate 
schools. 

The faculty are not paid - well by any standards of comparison 
and both the administration --and the Board · -recogn -i-ze --th -i ·s -·-fact. During 
the first year in office, the new president has set as his first pri
ority an increase in faculty compensation. Likewise, fund-raising 
literature _emphasizes the need to increase faculty compensation. The 
faculty the~selves have established a genial and collegial policy that 
no member of the faculty may be paid more than twice the com~ensation 
of faculty 3t the bottom of the scale. Although this policy is laud
able in many ways, it severely limits the options of the udministration 
to seek out the services of senior faculty -elsewhere who might add sub
stantially to the instructional program and professional life of the 
faculty. 

After the traditional years of pre-tenure service, a Bennington 
faculty member may be recommended for "presumptiv e tenure.tr This 
means, in practice, that senior faculty are given five-year renewable 
contracts. Before a new contract is offered, the performance of the 
faculty mP.mber is reviewed by a faculty commit~ee and by the adminis
tration. The commonly held view at the College is that this program 
is effective. To be sure, no senior faculty have been separated from 
the College before retirement as a result of this po~icy. However, 
the faculty agree that this policy helps to "keep them on their toes.n 

STUDENTS 

In spite of the sharp decline in number of applicants, the 
~tudents who matriculate impress the faculty as bright and well 
motivated~ They are largely responsible for managing their own affairs 
on the campus and they play a significant role in developine educational 

.policy. Nevertheless, the Committee has serious concern regar1ding 
college policy and attitude toward students. 

Attrition 

The Visiting Committee which reviewed Bennington eleven years 
ago ·commented on the high at:trition rate and recommended a special 
study of that problem. An attrition study was condu~ted in August, 
1966. A copy of this study was sent to the chairman of the Visiting 
Committee after our visit to the campus. At the same time, a brief 
summation of thirty-three exit interviews conducted in the spring of 
1977 was provided. This summation is not a systematic study and 
draws no conclusions. Copies of both of these studies are appended 
to the report. 

Members of the Committee raised tl-1e question of attrition with 
many faculty and administrators. We did not sense that t here was 
any significant awareness of the 1966 study or that the study resulted 
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'in any action in either admissions or the academic ·progra~ ·designed 
to address the problem of attritions The 1966 stud~ suggested that 
·the fact that the College was; not coeducational was part of the pro
blem. That factor has been changed but the attrition rate at present 

·is nearly the same as that of a decade ago. 

: _J · Faculty and administrators have anecdotal informatio~; they speak 
·v- /ljof their "impressions" of the problem$ ·The Visiting Cor:uri.ittee was 

assured that many students leave Bennington in order to pursue areas 
of study in which the Bennington offering is not sufficiently strong. 

~ -

No one presented us with any concrete data regarding the number of 
students who leave Bennington in order to continue their education 
elsewhere in contrast to the number whose departure from Bennington 
marks the end of higher education. Students told the Committee that 
the academic program places great responsibility and stress on students 
and that some cannot cope and leave after the first term. The failure 
of the College to study systematically the experience of students who 
leave Bennington strikes the Committee as callous. In order to under
stand the impact of its program on students, the College needs to 
study systematically when students leave, why they leave and where 
they go. 

Admissions and Financial Aid 

Plagued by the double-edged swcrd of high attrition and a small 
applicant pool, the new Director of Admissions and Financial Aid faces 
an uphill battle. Bennington, once a highly selective college, sent 
out fifteen letters of refusal against four hundred thirty letters 
of acceptance to the current group of new students, which includes 
one hundred seventy-one freshmen and forty- f our transfer students, 
for a total enrollment of two hundred fifteen, pl u s twelve deferred~ 

The current staff consists of highly motivated professionals 
who are either new at Bennington, or new in their present p ositions. 
Their goals differ from the goals of the past staff; but they haven't 
had sufficient time to implement their plans. 

In order to attract more applicants, additional staff was engaged 
to establish a national network of recruiter-interviewers who will 
visit high schools and seek out ~andidates. Bennington's reputation 
in arts, music, and literature still elicits m2ny applications5 More 
might be done to display on tour Bennington's achievements in the 
arts in orde1· to attract students and to reestablish ties with alumni. 

Based on available 6ata it appears that the curr e nt applicant 
pool is not rich in diversity. Many students are graduates of private 
schools and few minority students apply. Funds for financial aid are 
limited thus inhibiting the search. for diversity. 

✓\ The Committee has the strong impression that the available data 
Y/, regardin~ applic~nt pools.an? matriculated c~asses_is inadeq~ate. 

Information routinely available at other col~eges is not available · 
at Benning-on. Without this data, it is impossible for the Committee 
to assess accurately the admissions pictureo It would seem equally 
difficult for Bennington to make that assessment. 
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Student Morale 

D~spite problems in attractirig and retaining students, morale 
is high on the campus. Students are loyal, even inspired by their _ 
College. They are proud of their faculty and appreciate their 
~eachers' devotion to their disciplines and to their students. Des
pite the exceptionally high faculty-student ratio, the student leaders 
put their priority on increased salaries as well as added numbers of 
teaching faculty, rather than on improved student services, fully 
recognizing the financial problems involved. The most common com
plaint is the high rate of tuition. A leveling off is much hoped 
for. 

· student Servi6es and Student Life \. . 

Other student services are limited ~ut adequate. The Counseling 
Service is especially strong. It is staffed by the equivalent of 
three full-time professionals who refer to local psychiatrists. A 
limited number of visits to the psychiatrist? are covered by the 
College. The staff is supportive, effective and well organized; 
they even keep records and supply statistical data in contrast to 
other offices. To explai11 the hi gh rate of counselor-studen L ratio, 
they point to the intensity of professional demands and the high 
propor·tion of creative, self motivated artists. 

BeDnington makes no promises to entering students of assistance 
with career coun sel ing and it embraces the philosophy of art for arts 
sake, as opposed to careerism . Nevertheless, the current administra
tion, attuned to students changin g needs, has embark e d on limited 
career counseling. Today, as Bennington's student population includes 
a significant proportion who are bent on professicnal careers, career 
counseli ·ng is of higher priority. The Director of Student Services 
has begun ambitiously to satisfy this need, limited as she is by space 
and personnel. 

Bennington was clearly ahead of its time when it built its 
dormitories, each designed to accommodate thirty stu dent s. In this 
age of increased student autonomy, this sys~ ern operates more effec
tively than do large structures, especially at such a minimally ad
ministered college. 

The Di~ector and the staff of the Office of Stud8nt Services are 
new in their respective positions, but old hands at Bennington ad
ministration. The Director knows the students personally, having 
served as Director of Admissions. Cooperation and student autonomy 
are the key words at Bennington; the administrators oi Student Services 
see themselves as ombudsmen, and never as disciplinarians. Each 
judicial case is handled by a committee of students elected ad hoc 
for the occasion, with little influence from the administration. Room 
assignments, policy decisions and oth e r administrative tasks are rou
tinely handled by elected student officials who work closely with 
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x Lthe staff. This syste r.1 of ~over·nance matches Bennington's highly 
individualize~ student popul ation as well as its educational policy. 

Benning~~nfs cultural activities are greatly enhanced by parti
cipating and performing facul ty and students. There is great pride 
in the accomplishDents of College talent. Jhe audien ce is mostly 
Colle~e ·t oo; very little effort seems to be made to publicize forth
coming events within the area or at the .neighboring schools~ There 
is an excellent literary magazine, a good stude nt paper, both ex
ceeding the expectations one might have of an institution·of 
Bennington's size. 

The most popular common room is the new student nub, a facility 
that has not yet had a chance to prove its effect on ~tudents' extra
curricular life. The largest common lounge is a huge anteroom to 
Commons, to be redecorated, according to the new Director of Student 
Services, as soon as finances permit. The spacious and elegant dor
mitory lounges stand in marked contrast to the shabbiness of the 
·common lounge. 

One of Bennington's unique features is i·ts relative lack of 
athletic facilities and its total lack of personnel. This tradi
tion is now being challenged by an unusually athletic group of under
class students. The Director of Student Services recognizes this 
need, and has embarked on the organization of a limited intramural 
program. Should demands for physical exercise) and especially for 
competitive sports increase, Bennington will be faced with the re
quest for additional facilities and personnele 

L.ibrary 

/· The holdings of the library are small even for a college of only 
·/i 600 students. The present acquisitions budget is not adequate for 
· :t the needs of the College. The College might consider the appr o-

. priaten~ss of setting aside for 2cquisit1ons something closer to 
reco mmended national norms, namely 5% of the operating budget. At 
least 90% of the acquisition choices are made by the faculty and 
sample investigations by the Visiting Committee suggests that the 
faculty are using the limited acquisitions budget wisely. 

Students working in areas where Bennington holdings are inade
quate are able to utilize the library at Williams College under an 
institutional exchange arrangement. The continu ation of this arrange
ment is imperative if Bennington students are to write senior theses 
in areas where Bennington holdings are insufficient, · particularly in 
Science. 

PHYSICAL FACILITIES 

For a college of 600 students, the physical facilities at 
Bennington range f~om adequate to excellent. Reading 2nd study space 
in the library is commodious and attractive. The science facility is 
handsome and far from crowded. The facility for perform ing arts pro
vides a physical setting appropriate to the curricul ar emphasis on 
that area. Some of the older wood frame structures are difficult to 
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'maintain but they are ~dequatc for the needs of the Col~ege. 

FINANCIAL RESOURCES AND 1-~JJA.GEMD!~ 

The pattern of "minimal management" at Benninf;i.:On has resulted 
in a largely unsystematic and qiscontinuous approach to accounting, 
record keeping, reporting and planning in areas such as financial 
management, budget, physical plant and ·non-acade □ic personnel. The 

.new administration recognizes the nature and scopP of the □ajar pro- · 
-blems in these areas and has begun to address them. Any·assessment 
of progress can be made only after six months to a year of effort 
has been invested. 

The task is not easy because the College has a small adminis
trative staff and depends on manual data systems. To overcome these 
handicaps, the College needs continuity of staff together with re
porting and record keeping systems to track data without major in
ve~tments of time. The value of the electronic data systems might 
be considered. With or without more hardware , systematic procedures 
for collection and analysis of data and for the conduct of institu
tional research are r.eeded. 

The new administration has begun to rationalize the budget pro
cess for Bennington. Clear improvements have been made in the timin g 
of the budget cycle and in the method of budget coromunications and 
evaluation. The new administr a tion is planning to develop a multi
year plan which can serve as a basis for annual operating budgets 
and bring both consistency and rationality to the process. The plans 
for greater communication of Dudget status and issues to the faculty 
and to the Trustees are sound and can go a Jong wa y toward alleviat
ing the current level of ignorance and t~e prevailing misconceptions 
about the sources and use of funds. 

There is a need for more complete and systematic record keeping 
in per~onnel operations. The personnel policies for non-academic 
staff might be reviewed with specific emphasis on the establishment 
of annual personnel evaluations, in service training and procedures 
which assure equitable treatment. 

The new administration und erstands very well that maJor deficien 
cies exist in financial accounting and control and the administration 
plans to make major improvements. Many cf the weaknesses are noted 
in the most recent management l et ter from Haskins S Sells (dated 
October 20, 1977)~ That letter contains su ggestions regarding account 
ing and record keeping procedures which should be irrrnlemented irnr.:e
diately. If these improvements are made the budget ~valuation pro
cess ~ill become easier and some savings may accrue from a new capa
bility for tighter control over operations. 

The Committee is not sa:tisfied that college accounting procedures 
clearly distinguish discrete sources of funds such as federal funds, 
restricted fund accounts and capital fund accounts. Because of in
attention to this area in rec ent years and the small size of the 
present staff, the retention of an auditing firm as consultants may 
be necessary. 
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The Committee obs~rves that the College has built a strong 
academic pro~ram on a compar~tively weak ec0no~ic foundation. Many 
factors--a high tuition rate;, a shrinking applica~t pool, low faculty 
salaries, an inadequately funded library--threaten the integri~y of 
the structure. The Trustees and- administration understand these facts . 
Their response appears to be developing on three levels: 

1. Improvements i~ current management and operating practices 

2. The develop~ent of a five year master .plan 

3. Plans for a capital campaign 

The first seems promising and is well under way. The second, a master 
plan, is in the formative stage. Arriving at a consensus on a master 
pla~ is difficult at a college which prides · itself on individuality. 
In this instance, the future health of the Colle ge depends on the out
come. All constituencies have an appropriate claim to participate in 
the formulation of the master plan and, by the same token, the College 
has a cl aim on all contituencies to be enthusiastic supporters of the 
outcome. The Capital Campaign is seen together with increased contri 
bution to t11e Alumni Fund as the funding source for much that is to be 
accomplished under the master plan. 

Two other financial aspects reviewed deserve brief co~~ent. 
Cash management appears to be adequate, and those improvements 
suggested by auditors, bave been implemented. The manag~ment of the 
endowment does not appear to be aggressive and could be reviewed for: 

...... 1. Adequacy and freq uency of revi ew of investment strategy 
and portfolio mix 

2. Potential for reductions in annual management charges 

3. Closer and more frequent communic ation w·i th the College 
business officer. ~ 
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