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Introduction and Overview 

At 8cnnington College. events arc measured from the date of the Sy mposium Report 
of the Bennington Trustees, issued in June, 1994. That report represented a d ramatic 
and courageous attempt on the part of the President and the Trustees to acknowledge 
the serious financial and educational crisis that the college faced. to rediscover the 
college's core values. and to take the bold and difficult steps that they believed to be 
necessary to set the college on course again. 

This visiting team arrived on campus just over five years after the publicat ion of the 
Sy mposium Report. Our visit comes three years after the last (focused) v isi t to the 
co llege by a NEASC team, which occurred in April, 1996. That team described its 
visit as similar to "arriving in a town a couple of years after a major earthquake. 
Recollection of the shock, and of the after-shocks, has begun to fade, but the features 
of the landscape bear little resemblance to those described by previous visitors." The 
co llege was still in crisis, but the team found everywhere the determination to rebuild 
and prosper. 

Our team finds a Bennington that has been pulled back from the brink. The events 
surrounding the Symposium Report. although still referred to almost continually, have 
assumed a new position as historical marker rather than descriptor of an om inous. 
hovering cloud. Everywhere in the college we find a new vigor. a new confidence. 
and an eagerness to look to the future. Enrollments are climbing. Students and faculty 
members arc participating with enthusiasm and commitment in a new process that will
structure the students' educational experiences. Fundraising has been markedly 
successful. New administrative structures are in place designed to move the college 
into the future in efficient and effective ways. Plans are underway to build three ne\\. 
dormitories next year. In very real ways the bold steps called for in the Symposium 
Report have paid off: the college can and should feel immense pride and sense of 
accomplishment in the progress it has made in the last five years. We have found a 
stronger, more vibrant Bennington than has been the case for many years. 

That said, the college leadership is quick to acknowledge, and the team believes 
strongly, that Bennington is still far from being in a "business as usual" mode. The 
college's financial situation is still cause for serious concern; its very future depends 
fundamentally upon its continuing ability to meet ambitious enrollment proj ections. its 
ability to increase still further its fundraising, and its ability to continue to apply 
stringent budgetary constraints in the face of ongoing needs for "catch-up" 
expenditures. The college is essentially "betting the farm" on enrollments, even to the 
extent of assuming large increased debt for the projected new dormitories, and it does 
not have much latitude in its requirement to meet its projected increases . 
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So we find a college that is in a much improved but still vulnerable positi on . As 
well, we find a college in which the structures and processes of decision-making, 
planning, and budgeting are in many instances those of an institution in crisis. 
Examples of this include a concentration of decision making in the President's Office 
and a planning process closely linked to recent and current financial constraints. These 
modes of operation may be argued to be necessary for an institution in crisis, and they 
seem to have served Bennington well over the past several years. Now, however, with 
the college's position beginning to strengthen, it will be important for increased 
attention to be given to opportunities for responsibly shared governance, and to the 
ckvelopmcnt of planning processes and structures that are more proacti ve and 
systematically comprehensive, and that gather and use carefully collected institutional 
data to inform decision making. 

As we progress through thi s report using the structure of the Standards for 
Accredi tati on. we will attempt to elaborate on the statements made in the preceding 
paragraphs and on the major challenges that we believe that college faces at this 
pivotal point in its hi story. 

We fo und that Bennington's Self-Study prepared us well for our visit and for the 
observations that we made while at the college. Produced on the basis of widespread 
participation from all constituencies, it will also serve the institution as an 
extraordinarily useful guide for planning and decision-making over the next few years. 
In addition. we found upon our arrival a team room containing beautifully organized 
binders holding information related to each Standard. Finally, we found a commun ity 
-- trustees, president, senior administrators. faculty, staff, and students --
knowledgablc about our reasons for being there and determined to make our visit as 
productive and enjoyable as it could be. We arc especially grateful for the degree to 
which so many people worked to help us locate information and answer questions . 
We extend our thanks to the college for its sensitivity to our needs and for making our 
wo rk such a pleasure. We offer the following report in the spirit of collegiality, as the 
observations of peers to be considered and acted upon within the frameworks of the 
college's ongoing planning processes. 

Standard 1: Mission and Purposes 

One of Bennington's great strengths is the clarity of its mission. and the degree to 
which the mission is understood and used as a guiding principle by the entire 
community. Everywhere we went, the team found students. faculty members, and 
administrators who were eager to articulate the core concept of faculty members as 
teacher/practitioners committed to working with students while active ly contributing 
to their fields . We found a commitment to a liberal arts education crafted individually 
by each student to meet his or her needs and interests, supported by dedicated faculty 
members. We found a pride in the multidisciplinary aspects of a Bennington 



education. and in the ability of students and faculty members to link very di fferent 
disciplines into coherent areas of study. 
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The colkge's mission and purposes. articulated by the first President in the form of a 
Commencement Statement. has been read at every commencement since the first, in 
1936. In addition ,- the Sy mposium Report. adopted and issued in June. 1994, presents a 
set of First Principles that complements the Commencement Statement. The 
Commencement Statement and the First Principles define a strong and unique identity 
for the college that is appropriate to an institution of higher education. 

Standard 2: Planning and Evaluation 

Long-Rang Strategic Planning 

Bennington undertook its most recent major formal planning enterprise in 1993, after 
the college encountered serious enrollment and revenue declines in the preceding 
years. The planning process provided a means to examine fundamental be liefs and 
critical operations, as well as to focus upon goals for enrollment and finanial 
equilibrium The planning process included consultation \\ith every segment of the 
community as an initial step, and culminated in the production of the Sy mposium 
Report by the President and the Trustees in 1994. The Board has now mandated a 
review of the success of the actions called for in the Report. \Vhich will take place 
during I 999-2000. We think this enormous and ongoing planning effort has served 
the college well. and weapplaud Bennington's ability to make hard decisions. to 
implement significant change and in every way to build upon its strengths and 
distinctiveness in the marketplace. 

As a result of the planning initiated at the time of the Symposium, the college has 
reexamined and reaffirmed its core mission and values and has taken steps to create an 
educational process that strongly supports them. Steps in this process have been 
ongoing. In I 997-98 a major planning process resulted in What the college has termed 
a "radical redesign of student academic planning." The details of this redesign, called 
the Plan Process, will be discussed under Standard 4. The Plan Process provides a 
way for each student to craft his or her own Bennington education. supported and 
guided in formal as well as informal ways by faculty advisors, individually constituted 
committees, and the Office of the Dean. 

While we think that the Plan Process shows much promise. the broader areas of 
academic planning, including planning for the overall shape of the curricu lum, the 
number and areas of expertise of the faculty, and projected future directions, are still 
in early stages of development. These will be discussed under Standards 3 and 4 as 
well. 



More recently. the college has completed a Campus Master Plan and a 
Comprehensive Facilities Plan which will guide decisions in years ahead o n key 
investments in physical plant. A new, sophisticated, development effort is j ust being 
launched to plan strategically for fundraising. 

Ongoing Planning and Evaluation 

While some components of planning are in place, as indicated above. the team found 
little evidence of a strong. integrated planning effort at the level of administrative 
departments, and little evidence that ongoing financial planning and budgeting are 
based upon strategic or programmatic priorities. In the team's view, Bennington is 
still struggling to free itself from both the serious financial constraints and the mind 
set that accompany financial crisis . In crisis. as the Self-Study acknowledges, the 
institution has been intent upon responding to urgent problems on essentia lly an ad 
hoc basis. The mode is reactive rather than proactive, event-driven rather than data-
driven . Perhaps as a consequence of many years in crisis mode. Benningto n has not 
established ongoing comprehensive systems for monitoring its own acti vities. It has 
not established what the Commission often calls a "culture of institutional 
effectiveness." 

In recent years the college has begun to address this problem. An institut io nal 
research committee has been formed. and an outside consultant engaged to help the 
college map out a strategy for building a set of basic data bases. A new integrated 
administrative computing system is coming on- line. The team was pleased to see this 
progress. but the college. as it acknowledges. has a long way to go. 
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We urge the college to move ahead now to strengthen its coordinated approach to 
institutional research by identifying key data elements. annual reports. and other 
materials expected of each area on campus. We urge the senior administrative team to 
focus on integrating planning across administrative departments. and linking planning 
to budget in a way that clarifies institutional budget priorities. 

The systematic collection and use of appropriate internal and strategic data to monitor 
institutional quality, to inform decision making and planning. and to benchmark the 
college's progress, will signify Bennington's departure from crisis mode . More 
critically important, it can prevent the college from finding itself again in the kind of 
crisis that required the drastic actions called for in the Symposium Report. 

Standard Three: Organization and Governance 

The organization and governance of the college are generally appropriate to its 
mission and have served to support effective decision making through the college 's 
crisis years and into the current energetic and promising period. Faculty and staff are 
aware of their varying governing roles, as codified in the Stajf!Administration 
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Handbook and the Faculty Notebook. Given the small size of the college. constant 
interactions among constituencies inevitably encourage informal dialogue and debate. 
which is effectively channeled by the governing structures into a strong sense of 
collaboration in a community enterprise. Although the interpretation o r decision 
making respo nsibilities is never without ambiguity, the sense ofparticipat ion in 
substantive educational thinking pervades the institution, and there is widespread pride 
in the steady success of the college in maintaining and strengthening its ide ntity 
through the deep challenges of the recent past. The NEASC interim report of April 
1996 remarked on the strong sense of "ownership" shared by students. fac ulty, 
administration and trustees, and we confirm that the passion of the community has no t 
diminished. Evidence of strong belief in the value of Bennington ' s special vision of 
liberal education pervaded our interviews with all constituencies. 

Trustees and Administration 

The Board o f Trustees is well informed and deeply engaged in the wo rk of the college . 
Its structure and responsibilities are clearly set out in its by- laws. The Board currently 
co nsists or 2.3 voting members. including the President and Vice President of Finance 
and Administration, who serve ex ojficio . The Board's executive comm ittee and five 
standing committees regularly take up tasks and projects crucial to the health of the 
college , and the Board's quarterly meetings deal with a substantive agenda . Minutes 
of recent Board meetings show a very high degree of engagement and overs ight. 
Passionate commitment to the mission or the college was evident in o ur meeting with 
Board members. It is clear that the Board is the guardian of the college 'scontinuity 
with its founding principles and shares the educational values that animate the 
Bennington community. We commend the Board for its carefuland imaginative 
leadership. which has been key to the current strengthening of the college 's financial 
position and its confidence in a shared vision of thefuture. The Board is currently 
engaged in a systematic review of the implementation and success of the Symposium 
Report. The faculty has been invited to contribute its views, and the Board intends to 
submit its report to the community at the encl of the current academic year. 

The Board works in tandem with the President, who. along with other senior 
administrators, openly and articulately reinforces the college's values and guides an 
evolving agenda of positive changes in academic and student life. The Dean of the 
College occupies a pivotal position linking administration and faculty, so that, in 
principle, a centralized governance structure reaches into and can communicate 
continuously with faculty governance committees and with the Bennington 's unique 
educational process. In the Plan Process, educational plans developed by each 
student. working with advisors and faculty, receive final approval in the Dean ' s 
Office. After a period of widespread turnover of staff in administrati ve offices, the 
college seems now to have achieved a level of stability that encourages long-term 
cooperation. Student views are taken seriously, and structures exist for their 
participation in governance. 



Our intervi evvs indicated that the governance structure is working effec ti vely. At the 
same time, both faculty and administration express a desire for clarificat io n and 
improvement at the major stress points where administrative authority and faculty 
governance intersect. 

Faculty Governance 
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Three committees are central to faculty governance: the Academic Policies Committee 
(APC), the Faculty Review Committee (FRC) and the Faculty Grievance Committee 
(FGC). The FRC has the crucial and weighty responsibility of recommend ing rene\val 
or non-renewal of faculty appointments; it is not empowered to recommend lengths of 
contracts or salaries. The FGC hears grievances concerning the process o f FRC 
review and alleged violations of the college's Principles of Academic Freedom. The 
fundamental changes that the college has made in the nature of faculty ap po intments 
place extraordinary responsibility on these committees, and we commend them for the 
care and collegiality that they have brought to their work. Despite inevitab le tensions 
and some questioning from faculty regarding their appropriate purview, these 
committees continue to validate the 1996 NEASC visiting team's view that they are 
instrumental in the elimination of faculty distrust , and in instilling the ins titution with 
a new sense of optimism. collegiality. and cooperation.' ' 

Our interviews and meetings revealed a more problematic picture regarding the 
Academic Policies Committee. A lesser issue is the appropriate di strib uti o n of 
responsibility between the two sub-committees of the APC. The greater issue 
concerns the curriculum and faculty positions. A t a college where mission and practice 
arc very tightl y integrated. the questions at the heart of the enterpri se converge at this 
central administration/ faculty committee. How will the committee move beyond 
approval of credit ho urs, approval of indi vidual nC\\. courses and recommendations 
regarding leaves and sabbaticals? What. if anything, will replace the di vis io nal 
grouping of faculty? How will the continuity and overall design of a four-year 
curriculum be shaped and monitored? What faculty replacement or new positions arc 
required to make the curriculum available to students? How will new facu lty receive 
good mentoring? What, in effect, will the actual responsibility of the APC come to 
be? The committee understands that these questions loom on its near hori zon, but has 
just begun to assume a more proactiveresponse. Fortunately, the reservo ir of good 
will and impressive engagement of the committee's members augers well fo r creative, 
Bennington-style, answers to these questions . which. after all. challenge a ll liberal arts 
colleges in contemporary America. 

Standard 4: Programs and Instruction 

The level of passion and participation of Bennington students is remarkab le. Late into 
the night a v isitor is struck by the glow emanating from VAPA, the center for the 
visual and performing arts. illuminating the quiet countryside. Inside this fabulous 
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building. all night long. performances are being mounted. sets arc being built 
lighting is being designed, construction of many kinds is occurring in the shops. visual 
work is being created and hung. ideas and scripts are being thought about and written
Students seem not to separate workand play. learning and recreation . 

The Plan Process 

Academic programs and instruction at Bennington arc uniquely student centered. The 
broad objective is to reveal and clarify each student"s individual passions for learn ing 
and to educate those passions. The College has no ""departments·· or ""majors". Instead 
of choosing among preidentiticd fields of concentration. each student is expected to 
develop his or her own unique plan of study: there are as many programs as there are 
students. The means by which each student's program is structured, called the Plan
Process, was revised in 1998-99. and is described in detail in the Self-Study. With the 
supervision and support of an advisorstudents are required to draft a plan during their 
first year. They are expected to produce a document that specifies what courses they 
intend to take and to provide an educational rationale for their choices. The exercise is 
repeated under supervision of an advisory committee in the sophomore year, when. 
presumably. students have explored some of their interests and developed a clearer 
vision of their educational objectivews Advisors and faculty on the plan committee are 
expected to monitor the students· work. making sure that it accords \vi th and fulfills 
the objectives articulated in their plans. 

While each student's plan is different. all academic programs take place within a 
common overa ll structure that includes: 

" ... a freshman year of grounding and exploration that docs not ask students to 
defer pursuing their own interests, but does insist that they engage the diversity 
of intellectual and imaginati ve life: a sophomore and junior year of increasing 
immersion and field wo rk : and a senior year that faces outward. exploring and 
deepening the relationship between one's own work and the work and lives of 
others that are quite di ffere nt from one's own." (Symposium Report ). 

Formulating and refining a plan of study seems to be an unusually effective way of 
empowering the student and de\·eloping responsibility for his/her own education. The 
passionate engagement and commitment to producing creative work that we have 
remarked upon above exists throughout the student body at Bennington. 

Instruction 

Faculty members are expected to teach what they love to teach. The expressed ideal is 
that all liberal learning be taught as a performing art by teacher-practit ioners who 
teach " ... what keeps them awake at night." Classes are small and courses are often 
interdisciplinary . There are few prerequisities and no large lecture courses. In the 
absence of scheduled courses that match their interests, students may request tutorials 



in subject areas that interest them. (Apparently such requests arc general ly granted.) 
Each student is expected to complete a minimum of three 7-weck field Wo rk Term 
internships to augment his/her formal education with more practical experience. [n 
summary. each Bennington student designs and fulfills his or her O\vn educational 
program under advisors and teachers in a quasi -apprenticeship model. 

Shaping the Curriculum 

8 

Since Bennington docs not require any particular set of courses or. apparently. any 
particular set of competencies, it is essentially impossible to characterize a Bennington 
education in terms of the traditional markers: a disciplinary major. a certain range of 
breadth in a student's curriculum (e.g. science, humanities, social sciences, arts), or a 
certain set of competencies (e .g. writing, quantitative skills. group work, speaking. and 
so on). Indeed, it is at the core of the college's mission not to specify any of the above
expectations. One gains an understanding of a Bennington education by reading the 
completed Plans of each of its graduates. These Plans articulate the outcomes of a 
Bennington education, one student at a time. The college has not attempted to 
produce and, indeed. resists producing. any summary of how students distri bute 
themselves. where they concentrate, or what skills they must acquire . Doi ng so would 
presumably imply expectations regarding the shape of a student's education that arc 
antithetical to the mission. 

Since the faculty is small. each member is expected to offer a fair variety o f courses to 
stretch the curriculum; though some continuity is expected (e .g. calculus), repeating 
the same four-to-six courses each year is not considered adequate. One res ult of the 
constant infusion of new or different courses is a vibrant, changing. curricu lum that 
represents the latest thinking and passions of the faculty. Another. lesspositiveresult 
is that neither students nor their advisors can look ahead more than a semester or at 
best a year in planning the students' courses of study. The catalog can onl y present 
what is being taught this year. with the expectation that major changes will occur next 
year. A major challenge for the college is how to provide opportunities fo r serious 
academic planning and for the monitoring of educational outcomes vvithout sacrificing 
the individuality and spontaneity of the Bennington education. 

Bennington has devised a highly innovative solution to the problem o f language 
teaching in a small institution. The Regional Center for Language and Cultures. a 
Bennington institution that is separate from its core faculty , offers language and 
cultural education in six languages, including Japanese and Chinese, for students from 
grades K through 16. By sharing the costs of instruction with public schools 
throughout the region, Bennington is able to fund a much larger range o f courses for 
its own students than would otherwise be possible. Might it be possible to extend 
curricular coverage by similar partnerships in other subject areas? 

Even assuming a high level of flexibility with respect to course offerings , Bennington 
cannot hope to offer more than minimal coverage in some fields. Whil e offerings are 



rich in the arts . there is only one faculty member each in mathematics. philosophy. 
anthropology. physics and political sc ience. twoin biology and hi sto ry a nd no ne in 
econo mics and sociology. It is not clear how the balance of interests among faculty 
members w ill change as finances improve and/or vacancies occur. W hat di sci plines 
and subject areas will be emphasized as new appo intments become poss ible? The 
governance issues related to these decisions arc di scussed under Standard 3 . 

T he sci ences would appear to offer particular challenges. since the co llege offers both 
an unde rgraduate concentration and a post-baccalaureate year aimed at preparing 
students fo r admission to medical school. Questions arise whe ther Bennington can 
offe r students with interests in science a realist ic picture o f modern science as 
practiced in the mainstream of the disciplines. Docs the practitioner-apprentice model 
serve as well in the sciences and , indeed , the social sciences as it docs in the 
per forming arts? Can chemists be expected to remain acti ve in a com pe titi ve research 
fie ld w hil e carry ing Bennington teaching loads and conforming wi th the Benn ington 
ca lendar? Can Bennington continue to attract excellent teacher-scho la rs in subject 
areas where they will have no Bennington co ll eagues? 

O ne way in \vhich the college might enrich the ed ucati on o f students, particu larly in 
under-represented fi e lds. is th rough the judicious use of new techno logy. We 
encourage the faculty to move forward. as it has begun to do , in thi s area. 

Graduate Education 

As rev iewed in the Self-Study. Bennington offers four Master's programs and one 
pos tbaccalaureate program. With the exception o f the M. F.A . in writing. all arc very 
sma ll. T he re lati ve ly new M .A.T. program permits undergraduates to combi ne a 
bache lo r·s and master's degree in a coordinated 5-ycar program, and offe rs a 
pa rti cularl y interesting approach to the education o f prospective teachers . 

A ll graduate programs are carefully tailored to the needs and goals o f indi v id ual 
students. combining use of the undergraduate curriculum with addi tiona l expectations 
regarding preparation and practice. In fields such as creative writing and the arts, this 
" Bennington "approach seems to be unusuall y strong. As indicated above, we have 
so me reservations about the degree to which the postbaccalaureate pre-medical year 
can pre pare students in the current, high-tech based , foundations of modern sc ience. 
We wo uld be encouraged by the availability of research delineating the outcomes of 
this program in terms o f subsequent medical school admiss ions and success . 

Admissions and Financial Aid 
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Bennington has continued to show gains in recruitment and retenti on as well as 
reducing the discount rate. Unde rgraduate freshmen enrollment has grown from 119 
new fi rst year students in 1997 to 142 in 1999, a 33 % increase. The applicant pool has 



lluctuatcd with total arplications between 520 to 551 . The admit-to-deposit yield 
has increased to 32% with projections indicating an increase to 38 .9% in 2001. an 
enormous increase to achieve for any college. Transfer enrollment has inc reased 
during this same time period. The college's equilibrium plan aimed at a ratio of 
financial aid dollars to tuition dollars of 36% has been met and sustained. 
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While much has been achieved. the vulnerability of enrollment remains a concern . 
Several admission ratios arc favorable, yet the need to '·increase the demand curve" 
(applicant pool) remains a critical challenge for the college. The benchmarks outlined 
by the college in these important revenue streams are aggressive and appropriate in 
view of the college's needs. 

The Admissions Officehas undergone considerable staffing changes in the past three 
years andnow has a new team in place. The team members are new to the college and 
new to the profession of college admissions . The new structure and sta ffing provide 
interesting opportunities for the college to implement fresh and exciting marketing 
initiati ves. At the same time, it will be especially important to assure that staff 
members are trained in the fundamentals of admissions and in sophisticated techniques 
o f enrollment management. It \Viii be important. as well, that the office begin to 
de ve lop a formal admissions-marketing plan. and that it be expected to submit this 
plan each year as part o f an annual report. 

The new structure of linking the processes of admissions and retention by having the 
Admissions Office oversee the advising of first year students offers both opportunities 
and challenges. The link seems a natural one. especially since the process includes the 
extensive use of ·'conversations " between students and prospective students that could 
easil y continue in the first year. At the same time. it is not clear how the oversight of 
the tirst year will coordinate with the I'!an I'rocess. where intense academ ic advising 
is located . The linkage also demands twovery different areas of experti se from the 
Admissions Office staff: marketing and advising. Will the advising role direct energy 
away from the critically important marketing role? The visiting team did not see 
evidence of how this new system is working. The retention effort as a whole seems to 
lack ownership. This new structure will demand considerable attention over the next 
few years. 

Increased coordination between Admissions and Financial Aid will be cri ti cal to the 
success of the enrollment management effort. Bennington ' s enrollment effort will 
benefit from strengthening the strategic use of financial aid. A review of specific 
fin ancial aid policies should be examined during this discussion . 

More generally. the college needs to facilitate the coordination of enrollment-related 
o ffices and information so integrated decision-making for admissions, fin ancial aid, 
and retention can be placed on a strong and systematized basis. This coordination 
would include the development of student information systems for research and 
planning. 
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Standard 5: Faculty 

The Bennington faculty consists of approximately 42 full -time members (at 
l3cnnington, members who teach full -time for only one term arc considered to be full-
timc) and approximately eight part-time members. plus I 0 faculty members in the 
Regional Center for Languages and Cultures. and several instructors in fields such as 
music , hired on an hourly basis. While not large, the size of the faculty is sufficient to 
produce a student-faculty ratio of less than I 0: 1. The distribution of facu lty members 
across disciplines is extremely uneven but is generally in keeping with the particular 
academic strengths that lie at the heart of the Bennington education. Questions related 
to how faculty appointments arc allocated to curricular areas arc discussed under 
Standard 4. 

faculty members hold no rank, no tenure, and belong to no departments. They hold 
appointments ranging in duration from one year to seven years and receive an 
individualized compensation package, all determined by the Dean and the President. 
Compensation levels require constant attention; in the Self-Study the college indicates 
that a compensation committee at the board level will be formed in the near future. 
The committee will work with the President, Vice President. and Dean to review 
compensation practices with the goal of ensuring that Bennington will be able to retain 
a first -rate faculty. The professional work of each faculty member is subject to peer 
review by a faculty committee. the Faculty Review Committee (FRC) as described in 
Standard 3. 

Historically. the faculty of Bennington College has been one that has been noted for its 
individual accomplishments in a teaching model that is perhaps best descri bed as 
apprentice/tutor, where a student studies with a recognized master practitioner. and 
that practitioner has the advantage of continuing his or her practice while teaching. 
Today, the primary roles of the faculty continue to be delineated as teaching, 
practice, and academic advising. although all areas are seen as being interwoven as--
at Bennington--contextuality is prerequisite to clarity. 

Teaching: Each faculty member teaches at least two courses per term. and often three. 
In addition. he or she is expected to provide tutorials for interested students. All 
faculty members regularly teach both entering and advanced students. Faculty 
members develop their own courses each semester. They are expected to offer new 
courses regularly, thereby keeping the curriculum enriched with current interests and 
directions. They receive regular feedback from students at least twice during the 
semester. 

Bennington· s practitioner/teacher mode allows for the ad vantage of a student's access 
to a faculty member who has made or is making considerable accomplishments in his 
or her field. This accessibility is a privileged space, made so by the unusual 
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opportunity for both the teacher and the student. and the success of this rel a tionship 
depends on a definite reciprocity and mutual accountability. To lessen the dangers of 
solipsistic presumption and the transference of this to the student. it is critical that an 
appropriate level of detachment be employed . The team suggests that it might be 
useful for the college to routinely bring faculty members together. perhaps w ith 
professional facilitation, to foc us on issues of pedagogy and to share and develop their 
expertise as teachers. This is an area of faculty development that seems not to have 
been adopted at Bennington. 

Practice: Practice, or professional engagement, at Bennington .. must be ex plicitly 
demonstrated , shared with colleagues and students. and evaluated by outside peers." 
(Academic Dean's study, 1994). Team members ' conversations with many faculty 
members lead us to conclude that there is widespread understanding of the meaning of 
.. practice" and an equally widespread commitment to this type of profoss ional 
engagement. Indeed, the college makes it as easy as poss ible for faculty mem bers to 
be practitioners; many members are on campus only two or three days a week, 
div iding their time between, say, Bennington and New York . Some members teach 
only during one term . As well, the college makes available opportunities fo r 
sabbat ical and unpaid leaves, and provides modest support for faculty development in 
the areas of research and practice. 

Advising: Every faculty member is expected to engage in "regular serious academic 
advising .. designed to guide each student to the highest quality education that the 
student can attain. Advising takes place with students at every level. and occurs both 
individually and in committees. As described under Standard 4. advising lies at the 
very heart of the Bennington education, and requires a great deal or time and experti se 
on the part of every faculty member. 

During the team visit some students and faculty members expressed a wi sh for 
increased intellectual rigor among the students . Some saw a source of this rigor in the 
presence of faculty members who have entered Bennington from more traditional 
academic settings and who are perhaps more familiar with current methods of 
evaluat ion and critical inquiry. Some saw the need for higher standards, ho wever 
those might be defined , for student accomplishment. 

With the introduction of the Plan Process, faculty members have been gi ven some 
orientatio n and training designed to help them become effective advisors w ithin this 
pedagogically central structure . It is also in the area of advising that faculty members 
have the greatest opportunities to work with other members on behal f of the s tudents' 
education. We encourage the college to continue to offer regular programs to develop 
advising skills among faculty members and to connect them with the educat ional 
vision of the college. 

With a new emphasis on critical modes of inquiry, the Bennington faculty might 
continue its impressi ve work, vis-a-vis student plans and other personal pedagogical 
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methods. to foster among the students an awareness of the more complex issues or 
artistic vs. intellectual development. The mutual benefit here might be greater focus 
for the student and greater access for the practitioner/teacher as he or she con tinues his 
or her work in art or science. There would thus be a more sophisticated medi tation on 
pedagogy in the whole college community. 

Participation in Governance and Building Community: Despite critical views held 
by some, the overall attitude of the Bennington faculty is one of commitment to a 
unique institution with students who are highly self-motivated as learners and singular 
in many ways. With the elimination of departments and department chairs. there is. 
however, an indistinct quality underlying the faculty's mood that is a predictable 
outcome or the concentration of decision making in the adm inistration. As discussed 
under Standard 3, there is considerable lack of clarity regarding the faculty's role in 
gove rnance, and some faculty members perceiw a reluctance on the part of the senior 
administration to acknowledge faculty contributions and move toward a mode l of 
shared governance. One faculty member expressed the view that. ··The President and 
the Dean need to learn to accept that if someone is criticizing them that person is not 
trying to undermine them or the college." While the team believes that this may be an 
extreme view. we are convinced that the faculty as a whole would benefit from more 
widespread and formal communication with the administration and a better developed 
system of shared governance. 

There arc other issues of faculty development and community that need immed iate 
attention, including the traditional academic value or making new members welcome 
in a community that allows them to grow in a complex or mentor relationships with 
genuine collegiality. In general. building a community from highly independent 
faculty members whose work is highly indi vidualized and who may be off campus a 
substantial proportion of the time. and. in addition. who haveno departmen tal or 
divisional "" homes" in the institution. requires special focus and unrelenting effort. 
The administration 'shope that faculty members would form themselves into informal 
'·program groups," has so far not come to pass. 

Diversity: As the college has acknowledged. The Bennington faculty would be 
enhanced by a more diverse presence racially and ethnically. This is an observation 
on the part of the evaluators gathered both from silent observation and from listening 
to Bennington students who would like a faculty that is composed more of members 
from non-white backgrounds. 

The Bennington tradition of inviting guests to lecture and give seminars is designed to 
give the students exposure to practitioners who have other and distinct approaches to 
their fields of interest. In an academic situation that is financially challenged this may 
be seen as an interim gesture, in lieu of new faculty appointments, that provides a 
chance to approach issues of diversity in the arts and sciences. 
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Standard 6: Student Services 

Although the validity of the following statement is obvious. its message bears 
repeating. "Studentsare the primary beneficiaries of any college or uni vers ity's 
educational mission''. Ideally. campus leaders. utilizing existing scholarly research and 
a host of other lessformal tools and techniques, should attempt to learn mo re about 
their students' beliefs. attitudes, values, interests. skills, cultural awarenessand other 
aspects of psychological and social development. They should craft student service 
programs designed to support and sustain their institution's clearly articul ated mission 
and objectives. 

In its own words. Bennington College. for a significant segment of its history appears 
to have. either by design or by necessity, allO\,ved much of the responsibili ty for co-
curricular life to be handled by its students . More recently . college leaders (faculty, 
student and administrative) have consciously and vigorously attempted to reshape and 
redirect co-curricular life in order to strengthen and enhance the College ' s m ission . 
We think that they have chosen the right course. \Ve also believe that they have 
achieved many promising results and that they should be encouraged to co ntinue in 
this direction. 

Residential Life 

In every instance of which we are aware, strong and vital liberal arts colleges evidence
philosophically and operationally sound Residential Life systems. Bennington College 
is in the process of completing the design and implementation of just such a 
Residential Life system. 

The basis of such a system is. of course, the residence houses themselves . At 
Bennington all undergraduate students live in college housing. with a few exceptions 
based upon age and marital status. They live primarily in 15 houses. each 
accommodating about 30 students. All houses are co-ed; all common areas a re 
smoke- and alcohol -free. During the period of the financial crisis, some o f the 
maintenance of the residence houses was deferred. An active program is now 
underway to renovate all house living rooms. bathrooms and kitchenettes; we believe 
that the renovation project has elevated the entire program . Additionall y, the 
construction three new houses. each of which will hold 35 beds/ residents w ill add 
dimensions of flexibility, attractiveness as well as the potential to increase the size of 
the student population (a vital necessity). 

Programmatically speaking, the implementation of the recently redesigned Student 
Residential Coordinator and House Chair positions serve to enhance the level of the 
Residential Life program by increasing staff accountability. philosophical congruity 
and by increasing student staff commitment and competence. 
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The Office Of Student Life: The current version of the Office Ot'Stude nt Life 
(personnel. philosophy and policies) appears to have earned student trus t and , as a 
result. a willingness on the part of many students to work collegially with Student Li fe 
Administrators rather than oppositionally to them. A strong and noticeable student 
development philosophy shared and espoused by the staff is implemented 
comprehensively in programs and services. 

New Student Orientation: The Orientation program for New Students has been 
expanded to include student led workshops and pre-orientation backpacking trips. 
These recent additions make programmatic sense and, according to the t\.vo dozen or 
so students with whom we spoke, were well received. 

The Office of Admissions and The First Year: According to the Self-Study, 

"Inthe case of students with special needs. admissions suggests specific 
counseling or housing assignments. Prior to each term. the admi ssio ns staff 
meets with the student life staff to discuss the new class and to ident ify and 
devise support for students with special needs. Staff members throughout the 
year track their progress. Since 1994, when the admissions o ffice became the 
office of admissions and the first year, we have placed a greater em phasis on 
the first year experience.'· 

In pursuing additional information about this interesting and potentially innovative 
concept, however it was not possible for us to obtain a clear picture of ho w it actually 
works. We are left with the conclusion that this concept is still in the earl y states o f its 
development. and that it needs timely clarification both in its descripti o n and in its 
implementation. 

Psychological Services: Based upon our interview ofthe Director ofPsychological 
Services. the opinions offered by the students with whom we spoke and on the 
descriptive materials provided for us. it seems clear that the psychologica l services 
offered to the Bennington College student population are currently meeting their 
needs. We chose to highlight this service because of the historically sign ifi cant ro le 
this service has played at Bennington College. 

Student Body Diversity: The major dimension of diversity in the student body is 
provided by the approximately 52 international students who represent abo ut 11 % or 
the students. Beyond these numbers, the homogeneity of Bennington Co llege ' s 
individuality is striking! Although we are acutely aware of the state of the College' s 
finances, especially as they relate to the Offices of Admissions and Financial A id. 
attempting to improve the College's financial position while also trying increase racial 
and ethnic and religious diversity, need not be mutually exclusive tasks . 
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Student Government 

As the Self-Study indicates. the college has since l 994 encouraged students to develop 
a comprehensi ve form of governance. The primary governance bodies consist of the 
Student Council , the Judicial Committee, the Student Educational Po lic ies Committee 
and the Campus Activities Board. 

Student Council: The foremost student governance body on campus. the Student 
Council is composed of student representatives from each house . It provides a forum 
fo r discussion of campus issues. makes recommendations concerning col lege policies. 
and generally represents student opinions. The Council also oversees student elections 
to the other committees, and recommends appropriation of student funds to vario us 
student organizations. This body has been active since 1994, and seems to p lay the 
strong rok for which it was des igned . 

The Student Educational Policies Committee (SEPC): According to the Self--
Study, the SEPC consists of two students elected from each of the discip lines or 
programming groups. They are responsible for student input regarding end-o f-term 
faculty evaluations. We were not able to determine how. in Bennington' s 
interdisciplinary academic program, students come to represent disciplines o r 
programming groups. or what is the nature of their contributions to the faculty review 
process . 

The .Judicial Committee: This Tripartite committee (students. faculty and sta ft) 
appears to meet and execute its duties in a fashion that is fair. educational. 
community-centered and clearl y defined in the student handbook. It sho uld also be 
no ted that. Bridges. the Bennington College Conflict Resolution Program, o ffers an 
arena fo r conflict resolution that makes educatio nal sense and also has the po tential to 
a ll ev iate the number of judicial cases. 

Student Activities 

The Campus Activities Board: With its $40,000 per year programming budget and 
its motivated officers and committee members who are formall y advised by mem bers 
of the Student Life staff, this board evidences the beginnings of a strong student 
centered activities and events planning body. 

The Cafe and the Pub: Two student gathering centers, the Cafe, alcoho l free. and the 
Pub, serving alcohol to those 21 and over, make philosophic sense in that they 
increase the variety of activities offered and also offer valuable educational lessons to 
those students who plan and design these and related activities. 

Community Service Program: This program, established in 1995 , in vol ves 
" students. faculty , and staff in courses and research, volunteer service and cri tical 
re flection on the relation between them ." (Self-Study). Although we di d not see data 



regarding participation or outcomes related to this program. such a program seems 
particularly appropriate for an institution such as Bennington. where ··practice'· plays 
such a prominent role in the educational process. 

Intramural/ Health and Wellness programs: offered in the form of Soccer. 
badminton, basketball, rock climbing and the soon to be available fitness Center, 
present Bennington College students witha new and heretofore absent d imension of 
co-curricular life. 
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Space for Student Events: Although the plan for renovating the Commo ns must, 
because of other more critical and pressing financial needs, wait for future funding. the 
feeling of student frustration related to the lack of social and public party spaces was 
palpable . Whatever the College can do on an interim basis to alleviate thi s s ituation 
will certainly improve student life and morale, a valuable commodity wh ich , due to 
the efforts of so many positivepeople and programs. is clearly on the upswi ng from its 
1994 low point. 

Standard 7a: Library Resources 

The Crossett Library is a well -maintained and welcoming building. It won the 
American Institute of Architects first Honor Award when it opened in 1959. It houses 
about 120,000 volumes. including about 500 current periodical titles. The collecti on 
also includes about 25 .000 slides and a growing collection of audio and video tapes 
and CD ROMs. Laptop connectivity to the campus telecommunications netwo rk is 
provided from network outlets in public areas on three f1oors. A cluster of 
workstations on the entry lelve near the reference service point support Internet access 
to electronic resources and special applications for library research. Thi s cluster is 
used throughout the service day by individual patrons or, when scheduled. by 
librarians for group instruction. Compact shelving systems on the lo\ver level provide 
efficient storage of periodical back files. 

The Library staff has taken significant information technology init iatives, 
including the timely creation of a machine-readable catalog and, recently, the 
implementation of an online public access catalog and related modules o f a Y2K 
compliant integrated computing system. The staff continue to develop the print and 
nonprint media collections in consultation with faculty, and have been able. despite 
limited budget allocations, to license several important electronic databases, including 
lnfotrac and Lexis-Nexis. 

Staffing: The library operates with a full -time staff of I 0, which is adequate to serve 
the current population of students and faculty members. The visiting team commends 
the staff for successfully providing responsive services and access to resou rces and 
facilities during and following Bennington's crisis of the mid- ! 990s. Faculty and 
students commented on their appreciation of this important and reliable continuity. 



The appointment of a reference/outreach professional has improved the Library's 
capacity to articulate and deliver user instructional programs to classroom and 
laboratory sites. as well as providing in-house instruction and service. 
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Art iculation of a plan for the support of expert users within the Library and in relation 
to expertise of computing staff members should ensure the continued efficiency of 
their present partnership. In-house and consortium-provided training (such as 
provided by Vermont and New England regional library and technology consort ia) 
should become part of a recurrent program for staff education and train ing . The 
Library staff's capacity to remain technologicall y adept in concert with their 
computing service peers may need to be more systematically supported. as user 
demands increase in variety and complexity. 

Acquisitions: Limited acqui s itions funding must annuall y provide support for a very 
dynamic curriculum. Some systematic process might be determined to improvethe 
Library's strateg ic acquisitions capacity. In particular, a comprehensi\·e plan fo r the 
development of the collection would be extremely useful at this time. Such a plan 
wo uld include both print and electronic resources. and would also enable the library to 
plan the removal of space-consuming print materials. 

Space: The Crossett Library is clearly filled to capacity, constraining the gro\\1h and 
storage of collections. their use by individuals and groups. the instruct ion of users. and 
the most efficient and rcsponsi\·e configuration of information technology. We 
understand that plans arc on the horizon to expand the library facilities. but that these 
must necessarily await other construction such as the three new residence houses. \\'e 
believe that the college should consider developing a master plan for the rcnorntion 
and expansion of the library. addressing projected growth of collections, space needs 
and configurations. electronic facilities. and needs for individual and group uses. 

Technology: The development and maintenance of the Library website and gateway 
to Internet resources has provided important research support. The staffs design and 
provision of "webliographies" and selected World Wide Web links has ensured the 
changing and increasingly use ful content of the website. 

Recent licenses to full -text and other electronic databases, such as ln fotrac and Lexis-
Nexis, has been welcomed by many students and faculty , alike. 

Planning: Planning for information services lacks sufficient input from the academic 
community, despite the existence of an Information and Library Resources 
Committee. The College may want to review and revise the charge to this comm ittee 
to emphasize its academic and administrative representation, and its potential function 
in planning, as well as , articulating more immediate service and support concerns. 
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Standard 7h: Information Technology 

Bennington College hns understood the central importance of information 
technology to teaching and learning. and to its conduct of administrative operations. It 
has recognized the unity or purpose of library and computing functions and services. 
fostering a highly collaborative partnership between these two departments. Although 
its financial resources have been limited. the College has taken recent and strategic 
steps to improve the campus information technology facilities: networking residence 
halls, offices, and instructional sites: establishing a public computing cluster for 
specialized and general computing applications: acquiring a comprehensi ve integrated 
system for administrative support; and providing universal Internet connecti vity from 
every campus network port. The visit ing tenm has observed that the College has a 
campusculture which is atypically amenable to the shared responsibilities fo r 
technology application and use on the one hand. and its support. on the other. 

Hardware and Software: The installation within the past year of the fiber optic 
backbone has provided improved telephone and data services. The backboneis 
connected to the Internet, and is accessible through every workstation on campus. 
student rooms. faculty and staff offices. and classroom buildings. 

In the past, the college has operated primarily on a Macintosh platform: now PC 
machines are being introduced. and both platforms will be supported in the future . A 
concern noted by the visiting team is the increasing variety of hardware and attendant 
applications introduced by faculty (for teaching and research) and by studen ts. 
Multimedia applications (installations in classrooms or studios for creati ve use and 
experimentation. in auditoriums and lecture halls for presentation purposes) will 
require support from experts in audio. videoand digital media. 

f orccasting the growth and demand for information technology applications and 
support will require ongoing detailed inventories of hardware and software and their 
usage by faculty, staff, and students. 

Administrative Computing: The acquisition of the Quodata integrated system 
ensures a standard platform for the integration of applications in support of financial 
management, admissions, registration. development, alumni affairs and other 
operations. One-on-one training and orientation for administrative users o f PCs has 
ensured a basic proficiency level in preparation for Quodata and standard Microsoft 
Office applications. The acquisition and integration of the Quodata system provides a 
critically important foundation for the kinds of data gathering and sharing that will be 
so necessary for college-wide planning and decision making in the future. 

Student/Faculty Computing: Students arc encouraged to purchase their own 
computers, using either the PC or Mac platform. Public computing resources are 
provided in the library, the science building. and the visual and performing arts 
building. The college has, we think sensibly. concentrated on providing computing 
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resources that supplement the student's basic word-processing needs. rathe r than 
duplicating them. Although faculty offices arc connected to the backbone. the college 
has not been able to provide computers ror faculty members. 

In fo rmation and introductory programs at Orientation and registration periods have 
provided computing and Library service exposure for new students and parents. 
annually. We address additional training and support functions bel ow. 

The special support requirements for multimedia installations (limited presently. 
perhaps, to lab and studio environments) will require careful planning, the preparation 
of facilities (speakers, lighting, projectors), and the orientation or primary users (who 
will need to be sensitive to the integrated applications these facilities include). 
Multimedia usually places increased demand on computing and aud iovisual support 
personnel. 

S taffing and Coordination with Library: A computing and Library staff 
partnership is represented by a stro ng se rvice-orientation and a willingness by all 
parti es to consult and collabora te . The visiting team noted a high degree of concern 
among computing staff members for the support of the end user. 

The personnel which so ably provide support services, currently, must be able to 
anticipate demand and plan for its future support. The help desk functi ons will be 
improved through a systematic training and oversight of student employees in the 
computing center. Cross training specified Library student employees and sta ff to 
ensure appropriate support and referral in the Library will also be advisable . An 
in fo rmal but deliberate fostering of expert users among academic and administrative 
departments would contribute to the timely support for users of special applications. 
At Bennington. like any institution. no single agency or service will be able to provide

all the computing support desired by the end user. 

Planning: The College ' s recent progress in in fo rmation technology will like ly 
encourage a corresponding increase in user demand which will exceed the capacities 
of present staff. 

A comprehensive plan for information technology is needed. Such a plan wil l include 
the forecasting of administrative and academic usage, anticipating levels and varieties 
of this usage, and routinize the hardware and so ftware replacement cycles as part of 
the operating budget process. The plan would represent a continuing discussion 
among academic and administrative constituents which ensures that ins titutional 
priorities for technology effectively represent the most important needs of the College. 
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Standard 8: Physical Resources 

Bennington College occupies approximately 550 acres on its attractive ma in 
campuswhcre there are 61 buildings. The college also has non-contiguous property in 
Shaftsbury and North Bennington. The campus build ings provide adequate space for 
current and projected academic needs. The Visual and Performing Arts Center 
(V APA), Dickinson Science Building. and Tishman lecture hall are the classroom 
centerpieces of the campus. There appears to be no significant deferred maintenance 
in these buildings, and minor projects for the amelioration of the lesser problems are 
included in the Fiscal 2000 Deferred Maintenance program. An annual maintenance 
budget has been developed to make ongoing improvements in these and other campus 
buildings. There arc no additional classroom buildings planned at thi s time. 

The planned enrollment will exceed 600 students and current on campus housing is 
not suffic ient for a student population of this size. A recent bond issue will provide 
funds fo r an additional I 05 beds to meet the need for on campus housing . The area 
selected for construction is sufficiently large for another building hous ing 35 students 
if necessary. When the new housing is available certain improvementswill be made 
to existing housing where deficiencies have been identified as enrollment growsto the 
expected level. The existing student houses have improved living rooms and 
bathroom and kitchen upgrades arc ongoing. The three Barnes houses are not as 
functional as students would like and there arc planned changes for these buildings. 
These improvements vvill be made within the budget set aside for deferred 
maintenance. 

Major improvements to campus buildings will be made through fund rai sing since the 
college is at debt capacity. Commons is the primary focus of attention since it is at the 
center of campus and is at the core of student life. There arc several interested donors 
for this project, which will likely be done in three phases because of the expected high 
cost. Preliminary plans are being developed for the Crossett Library expansi on project 
and potential donors have been identified. Finally. plans arc being de veloped for 
additional student recreation space on the campus. either a new building near the 
athletic fields or through the use of a building near the maintenance building. 

In recent years the college has developed a campus master plan for buildings and a 
landscape plan as well. In addition there is a plan to overcome deferred maintenance 
as well as a plan to make infrastructure repairs and improvements. These activities 
will direct activit ies to improve an attractive campus with generally well maintained 
buildings. 

Standard 9: Financial Resources 

The Bennington College 1999 self-study includes an appraisal of financial resources: 
"Bennington's financial situation has improved markedly in relation to the pressing 
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circumstances caused by the accelerating enrollment declines during the early 
I 990's that culminated in the bottoming out of the undergraduate student popu lation in 
fiscal years 1995 and 1996." Using Bennington itself as the unit of comparison. it is 
possible to identify several areas where improvement in financial condition has 
occurred and also to suggest that a measure of financial stability has been established . 
Yet from the larger perspective it is clear that Bennington College is weak financially 
and continues to have little margin for error in operations. This observation is not 
intended to diminish recogniti on of the steps taken to reso lve the financial problems at 
Bennington. but to suggest that the road ahead remains very difficult. 

The material provided to the team is adequate to develop an historical perspective 
regarding the Bennington fin ancial tribulations of the recent past. However, the 
college appears to have adopted a financial strategy to re-establish itself at an 
enrollment in excess of 600 students, but this plan is prepared in a financial format 
that is not clearl y articulated by program. This is particularly salient because the path 
chosen to establish financial equilibrium is built on a number of variables. each of 
\vhich carries a relatively high element of risk: ( I) Increasing the undergraduate 
enrollment by more than 33% from the current 450 students; (2) maintaining the 
unfunded aid discount at 36% or less: (3) increasi ng the annual fund by $I OOk yearly 
from this year's$ l .4m; (4) maintaining a high levelof maj or gi ving for the next 
severa l years, and (5) funding new capital projects through donations. 

Over the past several years the Commission has expressed deep concern abou t a 
number of specific measures of financial condition at the college: net cash from 
operations; the change in unrestricted net assets: accounts recei vable: accounts 
payable: expendable net reso urces to operations: expendable net resources to debt: 
long-term debt. and litigation ri sk. 

Net cash from operations was positive for 1998 and 1999 after being negati ve in 
precedi ng years. Much of the increase deri ves from the receipt of pledges rece ivable 
and the use of proceeds from Bennington Bonds fo r capital expenditures, to repay 
bank debt and 1970 bond principal refinancing .. The institution acknowledged a 
deficit budget situation for FY 1999 and the role of Bennington Bonds in total college 
financial operations. 

Unrestricted net assets are negative at ($4.2m), down from ($3 . 7m) in 1998 and at the 
same level as 1997 at ($4.3m). Unrestricted net assets declined with the operating 
shortfall for the current year. Total assets have ri sen to $8.8m because of temporarily 
and permanently restricted gifts and grants . Accounts receivable cont inue to ri se at a 
rate which was previously thought to suggest a problem with collections. Receivables 
rose by more than l 00% from 1997 to 1998 and another 88% from 1998 to 1999; 
however, the college has provided a schedule of accounts receivable at the balance 
sheet date for the past several years and this increase can be attributed to federal funds 
receivable in each year. Accounts payable were essentially stable over the past three 
years, standing at$ l .4111 for the fiscal year ended June 30. 1999. 



Two ratios werenoted in previous evaluations: expendable resources to operat ions 
(primary reserve ratio). and expendable resources to debt (viability ratio). These ratios 
have both improved slightly because the computed expendable net assets. the 
numerator in the calculation. was better. albeit negative. each year beginni ng at 
($3.6m) in 1997. to ($3. l m) in 1998. and finall y ($2.Jm) in 1999. The amount fo r the 
latter year is heavily influenced by the growth in temporarily restricted net assets . 

The primary reserve ratio is a measure of institutional reserves and ans\vers the 
question. how long could he institution operate if all income stops. The standard is 
about five months, or 0.4: l. and the ratio is computed as expendable net assets/ total 
expenses. ror Bennington the trend is improving along with the change in expendable 
net assets. but the growth in total expenses in 1999 prevented this ratio fro m being a 
pos itive number. The three year trend begins in 1997 at (0.25 ). foll owed in 1998 by 
(0 .2 l ) and (0.15) in 1999. Obviously. Bennington's reserves are negligible given th is 
commonly used measure. and while the trend is improving the continui ng lack of 
financial cushion continues to be a cause for concern. 

The \·iability ratio. expendable net assets/ long-term debt, stood at (0 .46) in 1999. an 
improvement over the ( 1.12) in 1997 and (0 .69) in 1998. This ratio contrasts avai lable 
resources to long-term debt at the balance sheet date. The trend is a good sign but the 
rati o remains well below relevant thresholds and continues to be an item of concern. 
particularly in view or the growth in long-term debt from $3.2m to $5.0m in the th ree 
previous years and the addition of $8.2m in the current year. 

The growth in long-term debt is problematic. In the first instance. the Bennington 
Bonds appear on the balance sheet as long-term debt and this is further ex plained in 
the notes to the financial statements. These bonds havebeen issued th ro ugh June 30
1999 at $J .2m (net of a $250k donation) with an authorized upper limit of $8.5m. The 
Bennington Bonds were used to defease the 1970 and 1972 bond issues in order to 
proceed \Vi th the 1999 bond and this consumed most of the current outstanding 
commitment to purchase bonds. With only $80k remaining available fo r working 
capital the college will need to rely on the bank line of credit should cash f1ow become 
a problem. Notwithstanding the hope that these bonds will be donations as they 
mature, the continuing opportunity to use the bond proceeds for operations and 
funding deficits permits borrowing long to meet short-term requirements. This adds 
significant risk to the institution, notably in 2003 when principal payments are 
scheduled to begin. While there is expressed optimism bond holders wil l make th is 
debt charitable contributions, this is not a given. 

Through the extreme period of financial difficulty the college borrowed heavily from 
its endo\'vment. This action. along with Bennington Bonds, provided the cash the 
college needed to survive. The repayment of the Bennington Bonds is considered in 
projected budgets. There is no current plan to repay the endowment. 
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To this situation one must add another component. the recent $8 .2m bond iss ue for 
student housing and campus facilities. Annual debt service for thi s new debt will be 
$540k beginning in 2001 and will rise to $655k in 2004 when principal is added to the 
annual payment. This bond issue is considered "parity debt" where the increase in 
housing revenue will offset the added debt service requirement. but this is naturally 
tied to the o bjective of enrolling more than 600 students. Timing could be a problem 
if enrollment does not increase at the rate expected. With the recent increase in debt 
and the consequent rise in the debt se rvice obligation. Benningto n should not expect to 
rel y on new debt to fund capital projects in the immediate future. While the college 
has indicated no desire to do so, the recent bond issue has no negati ve covenants or 
ra tio-related restrictions limiting college acti on in that regard . 

T he ri sk posed by litigation is unclear at thi s time. but for an ins titut ion wi th no 
financi a l reserves this is necessarily a cause fo r concern. The notes to the financial 
s tatements include the judgment that" ... the like lihood of an unfavo rable uninsured 
o utco me cannot be determined at this time." 

Enrollment. it has been noted, sho uld reach a minimum of 600 s tudents to balance 
operating revenue and expense provided that annual fund revenues meet expectations. 
The grow1h in the number o f new students has been steady . tho ugh slower than 
prev iousl y predicted. and appears to have been achieved in large part th rough a rising 
y ield rate. In 1997. 27.2% of those accepted actually enrolled and thi s rate rose to 
34.1 % fo r the current year. To continue this pattern the projection is fo r a y ield rate of 
38.9cYo for next year. a rate that is quite high and appears to offer little opportunity for 
increase in the future. It is not clear if this ri s ing yield is the result or changi ng 
adm iss ion s tandards. but the possibility this woul d hold for the future sho uld be 
eva luated. While the intent to achieve an enro llment or 600 students is obvious. there 
appears to be no specific strategy to increase the number o f applications fo r freshman 
and transfer admissions. The latter activity is essential to meet the des ired minimum 
enrollment level of 600 students. 

T he co llege had planned a reduction in the discount rate (unfunded student a id) to 
28% of tuition, room and board in 1996. The Commission's review in that year 
suggested this objective was not realistic and suggested a rate of 35% . Benn ington's 
current plan and projection includes holding at 36%, a rate that appears manageable. 
Fo r the current year the rate is 35%, the same as in the prior year. In 1996 - 1997 the 
rate was 38% . It appears that the institution is realistic in holding at the current rate, at 
least w hile the expanding national economy continues . What has not been evaluated 
is the relationship between di scount and enrollment and the goal to exceed 600 
students. 

The balanced budget scenario mentioned above is contingent upon annual fund 
revenues meeting expectations. While the col lege is rightly proud o f its fund raising 
effo rts , the variability of unrestricted gifts could pose a problem in budget 
development and execution. for the most recent three years unrestricted g ifts and 



grants were $1. Im ( 1997), $3 .4m ( 1998), and $I .4m ( 1999). In addition. total gifts 
and grants spiked to $6.5m in 1997 from $2.0m in the preceding year. In 1998 the 
amount was $5 .Jm followed by $5.1 min 1999. The trend from $6.5m to $5.Jm to 
$5.1 m should be evaluated since it could suggest a decline in future giving patterns. 

To this outside team the greatest lack in the sell' study is a comprehensi\·e li nancial 
and programmatic projection of the next five years. The "survival mode" that 
characterized recent decision making has been rather successful to this point and it is 
clear that college executive leadership is working well together. Bennington College 
has made the necessary changes in operations to stanch the outflow of cash and the 
ongoing financial decline of the institution. This present state or stability may be 
tenuous in view of the risky nature of the revenue assumptions noted earlier. and with 
the continuing ability to control expenses within the planned levels. Bennington 
remains weak financially by standard measures of financial condition and has little
financial flexibility to respond to plans gone awry or to react to external events that 
constrain the financial assumptions . Forthese reasons. a comprehensive plan tied to 
budget can provide the necessary discipline and coherence for decision making over 
the coming crucial years. 

Standard I 0 : Public Disclosure 

In 1996, as part of the restructuring of the college. the communications office merged 
with the development office. The combined Office or Development and 
Communications is responsible for almost all of the college's publications and media 
relations. including publications related to admissions and alumni. 

In the team's view. the publications or the college accurately portray the instit ution. 
givingan important picture of the educational mission and strengths and of the high 
degree of individual initiative expected or students in crafting their academic 
programs. 

In the area of public relations. the college strives to get its message out to the media. 
and has been particularly straightforward with regard to its financial situat ion, the 
difficult and sometimes unpopular decisions that followed the Symposium Report, and 
the challenges it continues to face. It is particularly eager now. and reasonab ly so, to 
encourage its constituencies to see that the college has turned a corner and to look to 
the future rather than focusing on the time of the Report. 

Two challenges that the college faces have to do with e-mail and internet 
representation of itself. The Bennington Web site is not yet optimally developed. and 
systems for routinely updating it and assuring that it always represents the college 
accurately are not fully in place. The college acknowledges this problem in the Self-
Study and seems determined to address it in a timely way. The other challenge comes 
from the practice of having students communicate via e-mail with prospective students 
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in individualcorrespondences that may involve relati vely large number of 
messages . It will be important for the college to be sure that \vhen these prospective 
students decide to attend Bennington. they do so on the basis of accurate information 
about the college and their opportunit ies there. and that nothing in the studen ts' e-mai ls 
has been misleading in any way. 

Standard 11: Integrity 

The visiting team is confident that Bennington Collegerepresents itself with integrity 
in its dealings with students. faculty, administrators,alumni , trustees. and the public . 
faculty and students enjoy an unusual level of freedom in teaching and learni ng. 
Ad ministrators speak candidly about the college' s challenges and about mistakes that 
have been made. We perceived a high level of trust throughout the institut ion. 

There is al so a leve l ofoptimism that critics might questi on. gi ven the financial 
vulnerability of the institution. But the facts of that vulnerability are ava ilab le to all 
who seek them. and the optimism is perhaps based upon the very real successes of the 
co llege. both overits hi story and. most ofall. over the las t fe w years. 
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Strengths and Concerns 

Strengths 

I . A passionately committed. engaged and knowledgeable Board of Trustees. which 
co ntinues to initiate bold. if risky . incremental changes to strengthen the College's
ability to fulfill its special mission in liberal arts education. 

I. An extraordinarily engaged, articulate and ex perienced President acti vely involved 
in realizing the College 'smission both internally and externally. 

2. Leadership in the Business Office that has contributed to finding creati ve ways to 
respond to the financial crisis and to achieving financial and budgetary control. 

3 . An administrative team that works collaboratively and cohesi ve ly. 

4. The level of engagement. commitment. passion. co llegial cooperation. and 
w illingness to think "outside the box" of the entire Bennington communi ty during 
the period of crisis. 

6. The Plan Process. which guides and tracks the students' development of their 
individualized Bennington education. The process is based upon carefully 
thought-out core educational values. and invo lves work with advi sors. faculty 
committees. and the Dean's office. Now in its second year. the process enj oys 
what appears to be almost unanimous support from both students and faculty. 

5. Commitment to the support of the arts. human. physical. technological. 

7. Major steps taken by the co llege to improve the quality of student life, including 
administrative reorganization. new commitments to student acti vities. and 
residence hall renovations. 

8. Planning for and execution of campus improvements. Campus buildings are 
generally well maintained and there is a plan to overcome the litt le deferred 
maintenance identified to date. 

9. A strong and successful record in the areas of fundraising and development. which 
has produced impressiveincreases in the annual fund and major g ifts from alumni 
and friends. 



Concerns and Suggestions 

1. The ongoing financial vulnerability of the institution. Bennington College is 
stable but weak financially, with little margin for error or to overcome adverse 
events. Planning remains close to the .. survival" mode with an eye to the near 
term. 
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2 . Critical issues of admissions and retention. The probability of meeting future 
admissions and financial aid goals depends upon understanding external market 
conditions as well as internal projections. Given the importance of adm issions and 
retention to the college's continued financial health, it will be important to develop 
a comprehensive enrollment management plan. Specific attention sho uld be 
directed towards implementing strategic use of financial aid to maxim ize 
enrollment and net tuition revenue. 

3. The mandate of the Faculty Review Committee is narrov w·ly circumscribed and 
there is some anxiety regarding the possibility of .. arbitrary .. or "capricious .. 
decisions about faculty appointments. We suggest that the College consider giving 
the committee fuller information about and involvement in decisions regarding 
lengths of contracts. The FRC has recommended that recommendation letters from 
previous reviews be included in candidates' dossiers: this issue needs to be 
decided . There is also some concern about the appropriate ways to evaluate 
professional activity. A conversation between faculty and administration needs to 
take place on this issue as well, as the Self-Study acknowledges. 

6. The Academic Policies Committee should clarify its goals and set an agenda 
which will engage the pressing questions about the design and deliveryof the 
curriculum as a whole, the organization of faculty that can best create and maintain 
the Bennington curriculum, and the range of disc iplinary appointments required to 
enable the fullest possible range of learning options for Bennington students. 

4. The faculty and administration should address immediately the processes needed 
to develop a multi -year curriculum. As part of these processes, they should 
address questions of the evaluation of the curriculum, and of the students ' 
experiences and learning. 

6. The Library should continue its responsible and efficient use of operating funds for 
the acquisition of resources, guided by the design and implementation of a 
comprehensive plan for collection development. This plan should have faculty 
input and ensure the strategic funding of electronic resources and both monographs 
and serials, in recognition of current and anticipated resource sharing agreements 
with other institutions. The plan should also enable the Library to determine the 
removal of space-consuming print materials from the present and overtaxed 
storage systems. 
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7. The College shou ld consider developing a master plan for the renovationand 
expansion of the Crossett Library, addressing the configuration of space, projected 
growth of collections, the impact of electronic resources on this growth provision
for group use of resources and services, instruction ofusers in a space designed for 
multimedia, and, possibly. the accommodation of public computing facilities in 
other campus instructional facilities. This master plan, while address ing the 
present and increasingly urgent spatial constraints, would also represent a timely 
consideration of the importance of the Library as a center for cultural enrichment 
and individual and group study. 

8. The goals of a Bennington education are not easily met "in a community as 
homogeneous as this community is. While the recruitment of international 
s tudents is laudable, the college needs to address much more seriously ways to 
increase diversity in students. faculty, administrators, and staff. 

9. The college's ability to demonstrate institutional effectiveness at many level s 
continues to be weak. We are p leased to see efforts be ing made in the 
specification of information needed for institutional decision-making and planning 
in a number of administrative areas. but the ongoing inadequacy of an institutional 
research capacity. and of a mind-set for evaluating the consequences or actions . 
has pervasive negative effects throughout the institution. Throughout thi s report 
we have called for better collection and use or data in the evaluat ion of 
educational , student. and admi ni strative activities and programs. \Ve urge the 
college to move ahead now to understand better the outcomes of its own initiati ves 
and to present a better documented picture of itself to its external consti tuencies. 

AftcnvanI 

We think it appropriate to close this report with the words of one of our team members 
at the conclusion of our visit: 

One of the most impressive aspects of the Bennington community is howit 
offers a \'alid academic sanctuary to students and/acuity who are. for multifarious 
reasons, leading lives informed by the peculiar tyranny imposed by the outsider status 
of artists and thinkers in this society. This academic sanctuary ofnwuntain and forest 
thrives on an appreciablefreedomfrom restriction or boundarywhere everyoneis 
thus a lion in the forest as opposed to being a lion in a backyard or an invisih!e hut 
besieged lion in this society 's egocentric materialism. This sanctuary is where the 
quaint preciosity of biologist/painter may study with a painter wholoves trees. In this 
way these themes are exalted--trees, botany, stroke and color, and the poetic of 
awakening which wemay assume is a pedagogical thesis. 




