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Intr oducti on 

At its meeting o f April 27 , 1984, The Com missi on on I nstitutions 

of Highe r Education placed Benn ington College on war ning sta tus 

(Append ix B). In the letter info rmin g Bennington of that ac tion, the 

Comm i ssion asked that the College submit a report by October 1, 1984 

with d ata relevant to applications, admissions, and enrol lme nt, to 

t h e t h en pend ing lease-leasebac k arrangement , to the College ' s 

financial status, and to the status of fundraising. In addit ion, the 

Commission sc h eduled an e v aluation visit for the fall of 19 85 to 

revi ew the College's warnin g status. The report tha t foll ows was 

prepared for the focused evaluation visit scheduled for Septe mber, 

198 5. 

In ad d ition t o those ar eas in which the College provided data 

for the October, 1984 report, the Commission asked t h e Colle ge to 

provide evidence of faculty a nd trustee i nvolvement in aca demic 

pro gram re v ie w and planning. Mos t sp ecifical ly , th e Commis sion found 

t h at conditi ons at Bennington jeopardized the Col lege's abi l i ty t o 

meet four standards, t h e rele v ant por t ions of whi ch were ci ted as 

follows: 

Financial Resources: 

"The institution should be financially sta b le. It s 
resources should be suf f i ci e nt to carry out its o bjecti ves 
and adequately s upport its p rogra ms, now and in t h e fo re -
seeable future." 
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Or g anization and Go ve r n a n ce: 

"The authority and res p onsi b ilities of each orga n i za -
tional component of the institution (governi ng b oard , a dmin -
istrati v e officers, faculty, students, and ot h er sig n i fi cant 
constituencies), together with the processes b y whic h t hey 
function and interrelate, should be clearly described by means 
of a constitution or by-laws or some equivalent means. 
Provisions for the distribution of authority an d responsi bility 
should be depicted in a table of organization that repr ese nts 
the actual working order of the institution .... The go ver n i ng 
board is ... responsible for sustaining the institution a n d its 
objectives; it should exercise ultimate and general contr ol 
over its affairs. " 

Faculty: 

"Provision should be made for regular and open co mmu ni -
cation among members of the faculty and between the fac ult y 
and administrative officers of the institution." 

Evaluation and Planning: 

"The institution should have effective mechanisms for 
systematic self-evaluation and planning. " 

The following report contains Bennington College's res po n s e, 

not only to the specific areas of concern cited above, but to the 

Commission's statement that it was 

" .deeply concerned that · the maintenance of this [Col le ge's 
strength and vitality in many components of its acade mi c 
program] is threatened by a rapidly deteriorating fi n a n ci al 
situation." 
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The text of this draft was generated b y an ad hoc c ommittee of three: 

Ronald L. Cohen (Dean of Faculty-Elect ), Michael T
. . Ro c k (Dea n of 

Faculty), and Rush Welter (Dean of Studies) in consultation wit h the 

President. 

The report is organized according to the guidelines pre pare d by 

the Commission. Immediately following this introduction , there are 

sections devoted to an Institutional Overview, Areas of Focus , and 

Summary Appraisal and Plans; an appendix (Appendix A) includi ng data 

on finances and enrollment follows. 

Institutional Overview 

Bennington College was founded in the context of the progressive 

education movement of the 1920's, which sought to break with t he 

accumulated traditions of American education in order to promo te 

individual growth and a broadly experimental attitude toward li fe in 

place of what its sponsors perceived as the stultifyin g effect s of 

subject-matter learning conveyed by lect u res and teste d by for mal 

examinations. In devising t h eir plan for a new colleg e, whic h was 

free to be innovative in part because it was designed for wo me n 

students who could afford to be different in ways t h at 

career-oriented men could not, the founders enunciate d a serie s of 

ten propositions that usually accompany a ny formal statement a bout 

the institution. Rather than reiterating them, howe ver, we ha ve 

chosen to identify what we take to have been a smaller number of 

operating principles that have characterized its o pe ratio ns a nd 
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influenced its policy decisions over five decades. 

The primary operating principle of the College h as been i ts 

commitment to encouraging students to treat learning as a n act ive 

process of discovery aided but not dominated by their teac her s . This 

principle has in turn generated a series of educational e xperi ments 

intended to facilitate that process: students' responsibi lity for 

designing their own programs, fruitful and continuous con tact s 

between faculty and students, the use of student projects bot h to 

document and to extend the students' grasp of the discipli nes t hey 

are pursuing, the abolition of letter grades and the subst itu t i on of 

extended narrative reports on their work in progress. 

The second operating principle, and the one for which Bennington 

is best known, is its equal respect for the arts with the hu ma nities, 

the sciences, and the social sciences. At Bennington these modes ·of 

coming to terms with experience are genuinely equal , an d diff erent 

decades have seen student programs emphasize different modes . 

Moreover, although its students have alwa y s tended to choos e o ne 

part of one of these areas as the focus of their advanced stu dies, 

the best of them have typically juxtaposed disparate modes . I ndeed, 

t h e college as a n instiution has emplo yed a successio n of mea sures to 

encourage them to do just this, for it ha s always recogn ized t hat 

t h e y would hav e to live in a world t h at wo uld present t hem w i th 

unpredictable op p ortunities and make u n predictable demands of them. 

T h e t h ird operating principle, which has emer ge d from t h e 

college 's selection of active practitioners as teac hers of it s 

disciplines, is its commitment to critical intelli g ence bot h as the 
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core of its educational process and as the criterion by which it 

seeks to judge both its faculty and its students. One o f t he rea sons 

it presses students to work seriously in disparate fields o f stu dy is 

that it seeks to deepen their grasp of the phenomena they deal with; 

another is to suggest how little able they are to do so if they take 

only a single approach to experience as a sufficient mea n s for making 

sense of it. Bennington encourages the taking of risks in orde r to 

learn from the results, whether in the classroom, the stu d i o, or the 

library. 

As a result Bennington remains distinctive even thou gh many 

institutions have copied many of its experiments--the introducti on of 

the creative arts into the curriculum, the winter interses sion , the 

giving of academic credit for practical experience, the us e of 

seminars rather than didactic forms of instruction, t he employ ment of 

practitioners as well as academics as teachers. The f act helps make 

both the facult y and the students reluctant to change t h eir pol icies 

and practices; they feel that they have earned the right t o foll ow 

the paths they do by the seriousness with which they h a v e made their 

educational choices. In the past these attitudes h ave le d the 

faculty to resist attempts to change t h e structure o r t h e emp hasis of 

the college, but during the past two years they have gradua lly 

ac q uiesced in the need to entertain changes in its org a ni z a tion and 

its educational d esign, and they seem to be prepared to co operate 

with further changes if they are ways that do not simpl y d isr egar d, 

rather than build on, their experience. 

C e rtainly this was the way in which they dealt with t he decision 
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of the college to become coeducational in 1969. They were di vided 

between those who thought that it was imperative that Benni ngto n 

become coeducational, whether for financial or social or po lit i c al 

reasons, and those who felt that making such a drastic c h a nge would 

(as it were) unman the institution. In the event, howe v er , t h e y have 

rallied to the cause of educating men with the same seriou sness and 

the same scrupulous attention to their needs as the college had 

previously displayed toward its women students. Their onl y 

sticking-point has been that they would not allow the men to c onvert 

the institution into a miniature version of graduate or pro fess ional 

school , thereby losing the experimental and elastic charac ter that 

had made the college's education valua b le for the women who a ttended 

it. The process of adjustment took some time, but we t hink it is 

fair to say that hardly anyone who teaches at or atten d s t h e c 0llege 

regrets either the change it went throug h or the proce s s by wh i ch it 

felt its way to its present structure. 

Areas of Focus 

The Commission's May 3, 1984 lett e r to Pre s ident Ho oker a sked 

the College to include several kinds of evidence in its re port for 

the focused evaluation scheduled for September, 1985. As requ ested , 

the College subm i tted an interim report o n September 2 6, 1984 that 

addressed, and included data, on the following matters: 

applications, admissions, and enrollment; the lease / l easebac k 

arrange ment ; the College's financial c o n d ition; and t he s t atus of 
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fundraising. In the present report, we will be addressi ng these 

areas as well as providing evidence of "faculty and trustee 

involvement in academic program planning and review." Rat h e r than 

devote separate sections to these areas, we have decided to 

incorporate the central portion of our responses to all the i s sues 

raised in the present section. 

The College has been asked to respond to four areas of focus : 

financial resources, organization and governance, facult y, and 

evaluation and planning. Each will be addressed in tur n . However , 

we should emphasize at the outset that the material relevan t to eac h 

of these specific foci may also be found in our response to the 

others. 

Financial Resources 

The 1978 visiting committee criticized the pattern of minim al 

management at Bennington which resulted in a largely un sys t ematic and 

discontinuous approach to reporting and record keeping. By 1983 , a 

visiting committee was able to report that, "The Colle ge now has in 

place a sound and capable management structure well able to cope with 

the problems ...of the years ahead ... " Despite the signi f i cant 

improvement in managerial capabilities, the 19 8 3 Committee was 

concerned that the College's resources were not sufficient " ... to 

carry out its objectives and adequately support its pro g ra ms , now and 

in the foreseeable future." That issue is addressed here. 

Improvements in management structure and capabilities have ma d e 

the senior management team acutely aware of the College ' s precari ous 
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financial condition Once recordkeeping and accounting prac tices 

became routinized, the senior team turned to the develo pment o f a 

medium term financial strategy designed to secure the Colle ge's 

financial viability. Identification of that strategy was aide d by 

the development of a management information system in admiss ions a nd 

financial aid, computerization of the budget syste m, an d the 

The development 

projection 

of 

model 

a linear 

was used 

viability and to identify a 

{historical) projection mode l. 

to assess our medium term fina n c ial 

policy/(action) package. A statu s quo 

projection (Appendix C, Table I) revealed that we could not con tinue 

to operate as is in the medium term (five years) unless our short 

term debt was permitted to grow to approximately $17 mil l i on. (The 

model reflected the College's practice of c o verin g t h e differ ence 

between revenues and expenses by short term borr owing. ) By 

extrapolating historical trends we identified the foll ow i ng prob lems: 

1. The College had developed an expenditure base whic h it could 

not sustain, except by short - term borrowing. The primary proble m was 

capital expansion which was not adequately funde d i n t h e middle 

1970's. 

2 . Endowm e nt income contributed minimally to e xpenses (2% 

in 1983-84). Even rapid growth (30 % per year) woul d leave the 

endowment contribution to expenses at a low level (5 % by 198 8 - 89) 

This suggested that endowment growth was not likely to pla y a 

significant role in a medium - term strategy. 

3 . Two revenue categories - -student fees and an nu a l ( c ash) 

gifts--pro v ided 93% of re v enues, yet it looked a s i f it would be 



9 

difficult to con·tinue to increase both. With res p ect to s tudent 

fees, a stagnant applicant pool and a burgeoning instituti onal 

financial aid budget pointed toward declining marginal r e t urns to fee 

increases. In the basic projection, a continuation of pas t tre nds 

indicated a strong possibility that marginal returns woul d be 

negative, (that is, net student fee income would decline over time) 

On the gifts side, the College was heavily dependent on trustee 

giving and a small number of large donors. The former was pro b a bly 

not sustainable while the latter left the College vulnera ble to 

substantial year-to-year fluctuations unless the base cou ld be 

broadened. 

4. The historical growth in the College's instituti onal 

financial aid budget posed a serious threat to the near t e rm f uture. 

Institutional aid as a percentage of gross student fees was 

increasing at 16% per year and could reach 50 % of gro s s fees wi thin 

three years. 

5. A closer examination of budget practices reveale d se veral 

additional problems. 

a . An historical practice of overestimatin g re v e nues a nd under-

esti mating costs worked to h i d e underl y in g b ud g et re a liti es. 

b. The educational program was seriously under fund e d. There 

were too few faculty in several key areas, there was no o ngoin g 

capital support p rogram for educational e q uipment, facult y salaries

were deteriorating, and the library was inadequate and ra pid ly 

deteriorating. 

c . The physical plant was undermai n tained and su bje c t to 
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unexpected breakdowns There was inadequate provision i n the b udget 

for capital repair and resulting breakdowns routinely a dd e d $ 1 0 0,000 

to $200,000 in unbudgeted expenses. 

d. Although the administration had grown substantially, 

additional expenditures would be required in admissions a nd 

development. The process of professionalizing the admin i s tr a tio n had 

to be quickened. 

The Strategy 

Based on this assessment of the problem, we adopted a polic y 

package which assumed that: 

1. We would be unable to cover expenses out of nor ma l rev enues 

for three years. The difference would h ave to be met eit her by 

restructuring short - term borrowing (lease-leaseback) or i n c reasi ng 

our short-term line of credit. 

2. Despite the diseconomics of scale in the adminis trati on, the 

educational program, and maintenance, we would have to a d o pt a n 

austerity program which contained cost increa s es a n d, wher e pos sible, 

reduced e x penditure levels. We assumed t h at efforts in a dmissi ons 

and development would require additional financing, so t he austerity 

program would have to focus on personn e l costs (salary f reezes ), the 

instructional program, and those areas in administration and 

maintenance which seemed less critical. 

3. By adopting a more aggressive and ''mainstream" a dmissio ns 

marketing strategy we could significantly increase the ap p l ica nt pool 

within thr e e years. 
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4. We could significantly slow t h e rate of growt h in the 

institutional financial aid budget. 

5. By investing substantial resources in developme nt we could 

simultaneously increase annual cash gifts and build an end owment . 

We were aware that the policy package required effecti ve 

political skills and substantial success in a large numbe r of areas . 

After reviewing alternatives, we settled on a policy pac kage 

identified above and developed, in a five - year plan (Appe ndix C , 

Table II) the requirements to meet it. Our best estimate indic ated 

that we would need approximately $5.5 million in short-te rm credi t. 

Chittenden Trust accepted our proposal and five year pla n and 

committed a $5,500,000 credit line. In admissionss; we c hanged sta ff, 

redesigned our publications, expanded our recruitment eff orts al ong 

traditional lines, and developed a management informati on syste m for 

assessing progress. In financial aid, we hired a consultant to 

assess current practices, considered the adoption of a merit ai d 

program, capped the aid budg e t at 30 % of gross student fees for 

planning purposes, and computerized the aid data base to increas e 

managerial control. In development, we h ired a seasone d 

professional, expanded budget support, separated t h e ann ual fun d from 

the alumni office, built a professiona l p ublic r e lations office , and 

established the structure for a mini - ca p ital campaign. On the co st 

containment side, we froze salaries for two years, level funded the 

educational program, and increased productivity in maint enance while 

we were pro v iding increased budget support to admission s, 

development, and data base management. 
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The Present 

A preliminary performance assessment of our strategy under ta k e n 

in fiscal 1985, revealed that operating expenses were $95, 000 unde r 

budget, while revenues were $277,000 over budget with an o pera ti ng 

result of $372,000 better than budget. This surplus was o ffse t b y 

greater outlays in capital items and loan reduction an d de la y in 

selling part of the art collection. This was the conseque n c e o f : 

1. Despite the freezing of salaries, we were unabl e to 

implement all of the elements in our cost-cutting progra m. 

2. Althoughwe were able to meet the institutional aid goal for 

84-85 ( we actually exceeded it as institutional aid expe nse s we re 29% 

of fees against a budget of 30%), data for 85- 8 6 sho wed that we would 

probably have to increase the aid budget to 33.8 % of fees to mai ntain 

enrollment. 

3. Despite the recovery in the ap p licant pool ( a 26 % i n c re ase 

over 83-8 4 ) and an increase in the yield on full pay a pp l ica n t s from 

30% to 37%, our enrollment will be smaller than project ed . (A s s u ming 

that attrition hol d s at the five-year a v erage, 8 5- 8 6 en r ollme nt will 

be 5 1 0 v ers u s a planned 530.) 

4. Endowment growth f e ll short of proj e cti o ns, howe ve r , we are 

confi d ent that it is more a matter of ti me to a ttain a s ubsta nti al 

endo wme n t. 

In preparing for the 1985-86 budget year, it was cle ar t h a t we 

needed to adjust our goals and find additional cas h to c over 

short-term needs within the Chittenden line of credit. I n a re v i sed 

plan for 198 5- 86 , as directe d b y th e Bo ard, we u n d e r took a maj or cost 
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reductio n program And an asset deacquisition pro g ram (Appendix C, 

Table III ) . This plan will ena b le us to meet the year 's fi nanc ial 

needs within permissible limits provided b y the Chitten d e n c red it 

line. 

Despite significant improvements in our ability to hol d the line 

on expenses and to improve performance in admissions an d de velop me nt 

(Appe n dix C , Tables IV and V), those efforts were not s uf fi cient to 

provide secure medium term financial viability . In a re vise d fi ve 

year plan (A ppendix C, Table VI) the ai d budget was permitte d t o 

grow , enrollment expectations were reduced, the rate of growth o f 

endowme n t was cut back, cash gift expectations were re vise d, a major 

cha ng e i n t h e student faculty ratio was assu med and a c ampai g n to 

retire t h e Chittenden debt in two years was projected. If s u c ce ssful 

in these areas, t he College's medium-ter m future see ms se c ur e. But 

t h e ultimate success of these efforts will require a mo b ili zati on of 

the entire Bennington community (inc l uding alumni a n d pare n t s of 

curre n t students) We are now in the early sta g es of mo b il izi ng the 

commu n ity . 

Org a ni za tion and Go v ern a nce 

The rele v ant sections of t h is stan d ard were cite d i n the 

Commissio n' s action of April 2 7, 1984 a n d are repro d uce d i n t h e 

introduction to this report. The 1983 re p ort of the Ev a lua tio n Team

h ad called attention to struc t ural pro b le ms in governa n c e a nd to the 

need for t h e College's Board of Trustees to exhi b it " not onl y a 

greater de g ree but also a diff e rent k ind- of involve me n t . .. " We begin 
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our response to this area of concern wi th a discu·ssion of t h e wa y in 

which the Board has responded. For more detailed informa tion , we 

refer the Team to the accompanying Trustees' Report (Appendi x D ) . 

The Trustees 

Three major changes have occurred over the past year t hat s p e ak 

directly to the changes in the Board's involvement in the Colle g e . 

First, at the direction of its Chairman, the Board creat ed a n Ad Hoc 

Commit tee on Trustee Role and Governance wh ich pro du ced a re por t on 

March 21, 1985. That report proposed, and the Board subs eq u e ntly 

adopt ed resolutions, concerning the recruitment and terms of ser vice 

of Bo ar d members, the orientation of new members of the Bo a rd, the 

internal structure of the Board, and the sche duling of mee tings. 

Most directly relevant to the Commission ' s concer n wit h or ga n i z a tion 

and governan ce is the Board's internal restructuring. 
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The Board reorganized itself into four standing co mmittees , with 

each trustee serving on one: Academic Affairs, Admissions , and 

Financial Aid; Budget and Finance; Campus Facilities and Co mmun ity 

Life; and Development and Alumni Affairs. Most importantly, an d most 

relevant to the matter of collaboration among constituencie s to b e 

addressed more fully below, meetings of these c o mmittees are to be 

open to students and fa c ulty for observation and participa tion . The 

process for ensuring faculty participation has already begun thro ugh 

meetings this past term between the Trustee Committee on Budget a nd 

Finance and the Budget Committee of Academic Council (see below). 

The Chairman of the Board has asked for nominees from the Presi d e nt 

and the Dean of the Faculty who might serve as members of eac h o f 

these four trustee committees; processes for ensuring effe ctive 

student participation are currently being devised. 

The second major change that has occurred in the past yea r is 

the direct participation of the Board in the detaile d planni ng of 

budgetary expenditures for 1986-86. At its April, 1985 meetin gs the 

Board adopted a series of resolutions (see exhibit G of Trustees 

Report in Appendix D) related to budgetary preparations. T h ese 

resolutions included provisions for the planning and sa le o f some 

College assets, and the setting of parameters w it hin wh ic h the 

operating budget for 1985-86 would be devised. After pass age of 

these resolutions, the Chairman of the Board explaine d the m t o the 

community at lar g e at a Community Meeting, and met with the fac ulty 

in Faculty Meeting to explain and discuss them. In addit ion, these 

budgetary parameters provided the context within which the Budget 

Committee of Academic Council, the Coll e ge's admini stration, a nd the 
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academic divisions struggled to produce the details of a s ensible 

operating budget for 1985 - 86. 

Two specific examples of our experience with these res olut ions, 

and the changed nature of the Board's involvement, will illu s trate 

both how far we have come, and what more we have to learn. One of 

the resolutions put an absolute ceiling on the amount availa ble for 

operations. The administration presented an initial proposa l f or 

internal allocation of the available funds to the Budget Committee of 

Academic Council. After several weeks of discussions and de bat e, a 

proposal for this internal allocation was agreed to by the Council 

and the administration, and forwarded to the Board. Stringe nt 

parameters worked well to provide the context within which t he 

faculty and the administration, working through Academic Co unc il, 

collaborated to produce a budget responsive to the College ' s o verall 

financial situation and to the need to preserve the integrity o f the 

curriculum. 

Another resolution put an absolute ceiling on the amou nt o f 

financial aid that could be offered to any entering student . This 

was part of a longer - term strategy to reduce the percenta g e of 

increase in financial aid overall, and the hope was that t he College 

would thereby be able to provide a more solid base for its fi nancial 

viability. Our experience for this year (at least} sugges t s t hat by 

limiting financial aid in the way the resolution re q uired, we r educed 

our net revenues from student fees by approximately $90,000 . 

year's experience will no doubt be useful in future budgeta ry 

planning. 

This 

The third major change involved the - establishnent of an Ad Hoc 
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Committee o n the Agenda for 1 9 8 5 an d b e yon d. Realizi ng it s 

resp o n s i bi l i t i e s for a di f f e rent k ind of i nv ol v e m.e n t in s e t ting 

parameters for yearly budgetary planning, the Boar d a lso re alize d the 

necessity of its direct involvement in long - term plan n i ng . This Ad 

Hoc Committee produ c ed a report on April 11 , 1985 (see Ex hib it F in 

Trustee Report) which addresses issues relevant to th e Co l l e ge ' s 

mission and its .c o ntinuing ability to carry it out. 

In these three major ways, and in several other importa nt ways, 

the Board has attempted to make clearer, both for the Commiss io n and 

for itself, its responsibilit y for "s us t aining the i n st itut ion a nd 

its objectives" and the necessity that it demonstrate t h e a bili ty to 

"e x ercise ultimate and general control o ve r its affairs." The 

c h ang e s that h ave already been adopte d , and tho s e th a t are stil l 

bein g e x plored, are important both b ecause the y demo nstrate the 

Board ' s i n tentio n to exercise the aut h ority and res p o n si b ili t y it 

has , a n d because the y de mo n str a te t h e Board ' s r ec ogniti o n t hat part 

of its responsibility invol v es raisin g questions ce nt r al to th e 

Col leg e ' s v iability and providing an institutional co nte x t in wh i ch 

the var ious co n stituencies can partici pa te in ad d res s i ng t hem. 

The Ad mi n istration 

Th e 198 3 v isiting team re p ort re f e r red to a nu mber of is s u es 

concerni n g the College's administratio n . It e xpress ed c once r n about 

turno v er in ke y administrative personnel and about t he nat u r e o f the 

re l ati o ns hi p b etween the administration and the facult y. 

difficult to s e parate consideration o f these t w o iss u es . 

I t is 

I ndee d, so 

clo s e ly are t h ey related that, in its se c tion on Admin i stra ti on and 



1 8 

Go v ernance , the 1983 team referred to t h e "still substa nt ial 

isolation between administration and faculty, '' and t h e l ett er of May, 

1984 cited that portion of the Commission's standards o n t h e Facult y 

which referred to the need for "regular and open communica ti on amo ng 

members of t h e faculty and between faculty and administra t ive 

o f ficers of the institution" ( emphasis added). So the d i scussion we 

begin h ere will speak both to the issue of turnover an d to the issue 

of the relationship between faculty and administration . On b o th 

these matters, we can report substantial changes that we see as 

crucial steps toward remedying the "fra gm entati on and l a c k of 

co h erence among the several constituencies within the i n s ti tutio n." 

Administrative Turnover 

One of t h e concerns expressed by t h e Accr ed itati on C ommitte e was 

the apparent instability of t h e admi n i stration o f the c o lle ge, t o 

wh ic h it a ttr ibute d s o me of t h e instit u tio n 's di ff ic u lt i e s in 

esta b lishi n g and maintaining effe c tive ma n a g ement of i ts operations. 

We h a v e t wo k ind s of response s to thi s concern. On t he o ne han d, we 

ac know led g e t h at there does n ot seem to b e the sta b ili ty of 

op e ratio n s t h at i s c ha racteri s tic of more tra d iti ona l c ol leges, and 

o f cours e t h e lack o f sta b ility hi n der s e ffec t i ve man a g e ment of 

r ev e n ue s a n d e x penditures, wh ile the we a k nesse s in mana gement work to 

undermine suc h stability as t he institu t i on may attai n. On the other 

han d, we do not a gree that turno v er in t he a d ministrati on i s the real

ca us e of the institution's difficulties. 

Ben n in g t on 's pr e sident s h a v e tr adit ion a ll y maintai ned t h e 

e x is t ing a dmin is t rati v e struct u re an d per sonn e l a t l e ast until they 
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had ac h ieved a grasp of the ways in which the college wor ked; in this 

sense, they have made a point of maintaining continuity e v e n when it 

may have worked against their best interests as presidents. So , too, 

it is worth noting that Bennington is such a small institut ion , a nd 

its administration so small by comparison with other libera l - ar t s 

colleges, that unpredictable events like the death of a dea n crea te 

abrupt changes in personnel and also in policy orientations . 

Finally, it is worth noting that the Committee's sense that every new 

president should be free to appoint his own men (or women ) as de ans 

and other administrators stands at odds with the idea of c ontinuity 

it also champions. To the extent that Bennington relies o n agre ed 

principles of operation and lore rather than legalisms for its 

success in enlisting faculty cooperation, in fact, it is n e cess ary 

that the president rely on incumbent officers when he arri ves, a nd 

change them only when he has a better idea of what he e xp ec ts t hem to 

do. For all these reasons we are inclin e d to belie v e that 

Bennington's administrative turnover is not as much of a n iss ue as 

the Committee was led to believe. 

Oddly enough, the college is the more vulnera b le t o the ch a r ge 

of instability in the administration no w than it was at th e ti me the 

Co mm itt e e drafted its report. Bet we en J a nuary an d De c ember 3 1 it 

will h ave witnessed the resignations of the Vice Preside nt for 

Finances, the Dean of the Faculty, the Dean of Studies, a nd the 

Director of Computer Operations. Each of these events h as been 

caused by important personal considerations that could h ar dly h a ve 

been avoided, and taken all together they have caused a co n s iderable 

h i a tus in t he operations of t h e colle ge . On t h e ot her hand, t he same 
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combi n ati on h as also increased t h e presi de nt's opportu n iti es , not 

only to appoint persons of his own choosing to these o ffices , but 

also to launch the kind of reorganization of the college t h a t i ts 

financial predicaments and educational bad habits make necess ary. As 

alwa y s at Bennington, the structure of the administration is really 

less important than the persons who fill the particular pos itions. 

In these terms the recent replacements of both the Dea n of the 

Faculty and the Dean of Studies, which mi ght seem to thre a ten t he 

stability of the institution, should also pro v e to be a ve hi c le for 

necessary c h ange. Each of the new deans is an experience d membe r of 

the faculty who has served on its major committees, an d eac h is 

acutely aware of the critical situation in wh ich the co lle ge fi nds 

itself. I nd eed , each has made himself persona non grata t o t he 

administration of the colle g e in the past by his sharp crit icis ms of 

some of its major decisions . It is to President Hooker's c redit that 

he felt able to name t h ese t wo men to t hes e importa n t posts-- a nd to 

their credit that they have risen above p re v ious expres sio n s o f 

hostility to the administration to try to he lp the college co me to 

terms wi th the problems they had previously only dep lore d . 

The new deans are also committed t o p la ying a more ac ti ve role 

in manag ing t he operations of t he institut ion. Th i s is no t to say 

that t h ey can expect to dominate or even to lead the facult y a ll of 

t he time; but t h ey will try t h e experime nt of ma k ing use o f powers 

and exerting pressure that their predecessors tended to lea ve 

untouched. By the same token, they offer serious hope for o v e rc oming 

the fragmentation of t h e college into aut ono mou s a nd often co mpeting 

divisions or depa rtments, no t by building on the de v ice of a p po intive 
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divisional secretaries suggested by a previous Accre d itat ion 

Committee, which the faculty have consistently criticized for a 

mixture of good and bad reasons, but by influencing the framewo rk in 

which policy decisions are debated, whether in committees , in 

divisions~ or in full faculty meetings. In short, they hope to 

revive the common institutional commitment on which the effe cti ve 

operation of a college like Bennington depends no matter how it 

organizes its administrative procedures. 

We must admit that the selection of these two new deans was in 

part a coincidence, which we cannot argue . that the college is li kely 

to repeat. According to present policies, the president is require d 

to choose his deans from a list of three persons n om inate d by 

weighted secret ballot of the faculty. We hold t ha t the nom inating 

procedure is indispensable to providing for any sort of cooperati on 

between administration and faculty. If Bennington imitates the 

conventional administrative practices o f o ther colle ge s, it will 

undoubtedly destroy not simply the morale but the pers o nal co mmitment 

of making Be nn ington work on which the day -to-da y suc cess of the 

college depends. In this sense, the institution is not pr esente d 

with a choice between an anarchic system of management and an 

alternati ve system that solves all pro blem s by structural means ; it 

has no real choice if it is to retain the faculty vitality that is 

its major asset. 

T h e Faculty 

An important portion of the 19 8 5 Evaluation Tea m's report calle d 

attention to the "limited effectiveness of any collec t ive facul ty 
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action o n curriculum and other academic issues'' whic h led it to judge 

that " in its academic activities the College is essenti ally 

unmanaged. " To remedy this, the team suggested: 

The College needs effective collaboration betwee n f aculty 
and administration in defining priorities for the 
institution, in finding optimal wa y s of dealing wi th 
conti n uing change in external and internal conditio n s i n 
ways which are consistent with its basic goals, a n d i n 
makin g the necessar y c h oices and decisions. 
Following shortly on the receipt of this report an d the 

Commission ' s action of May, 1984, President Hooker reconst itu ted the 

Faculty Educational Policies Committee as an ad hoc committee to 

consider alternative forms of organization and governa nce. That 

committee presented an initial report of its deliberatio n s a nd 

recommendations to the faculty as a whole for the first time on 

October 3 1 , 1984. This proposal was discussed and v i gorousl y debated 

in subsequent faculty meetings. The ad hoc committee finally 

returned to re-draft its proposal in response to the f a culty 's 

co n siderations and suggestions. The fi n al pr opo sal for crea tion of 

an Academic Council was presented to t h e faculty as a wh o le on 

Novem b er 2 1 , 1984 and was established b y vote of the fa c u l ty on 

Nove mb er 2 8 , 1 984 (Appendix E). 

The Aca d emic Council both replaces t h e prior Facu l t y Educational 

Policies Com mittee and b roade n s and deep e ns i ts aut hority. The 

Cou n cil consists of seven members of t h e facult y elec ted at lar ge 

(with the stipulation that no more than t wo be electe d f r om an y one 

of the College ' s seven academic divisions ) , three st uden t s ele cted by 

the student body from among those students who h ave had their 

acade mic proposals (tentative p lans for advanced wor k) appro ved by 

the College, the Dean of Studies, the Dean of Facult y , and the 
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President . Of the seven facult y members elected at large , three a r e 

elected to membership on the Budget Co mmittee, wit h specia l 

responsibilities for formulating and considering both year ly budgets 

and longer-range budgetary and financial planning. This Budget 

Committee meets with the Academic Council , but also meet s epara tel y 

to gather information and to make proposals to the Counci l as a 

whole. The Dean of Faculty meets with this Budget Commi t te e , and t h e 

President chairs meetings of the Council as a whole. 

The Academic Council serves as the executive committ ee of t h e 

facult y as a whole, but as its structure suggests, it pro vides t h e 

basis for regular contact and effective collaboration between facult y 

and administration. The primary responsibilities of the Counc il 

include th e making of educational polic y, co n sulti ng o n the 

preparation of yearly budgets and considering the de v elopment of 

long-rang e financial planning, and concei v ing, de v el o ping , and 

evaluatin g the College ' s curriculum. 

While this new governance structure was appro v ed b y the facult y 

on November 28, 1984, an unfortunate error in the initia l elec tio n 

proce d ure p revented the Council fro m b ei n g seat e d un til seve ral we ek s 

after the b eginning of the Spring Term , 1 9 85. Thu s, our evaluatio n 

of t h e new g overnance structure and it s wor k is bas ed o n the 

performance of the Council during that Ter m and on its wo rk t hr o ug h 

the summer of 1985 on this report. 

Because the ad hoc committee established by the Presi dent 

addressed all of its attention to the proposal that e v entuall y 

establis h ed the Council, the day - to - day business pre v ious ly a portio n 

of the function served by the Facult y Edu cationa l Po lici es Committ ee 
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was laid aside. Thus, save for minor , housekeeping f u nctions which 

were performed, the major curricular, educational· polic y, a nd 

budgetary decisions that the Council must ultimately make have tended 

to accumulate. As a result, the Council has been faced w i t h a 

backlog of important decisions as well as the necessity of s ensi ng 

its way through a governance structur e n ew to the College . 

On balance, the Council has worked extremely well. Be cause of 

the College's current financial situation the operating budge t for 

1985 - 86 had to be reduced substantially, and the develop me nt of a 

proposal to reduce instructional expenses fell to the Budget 

Committee of the Council. Most of the Council's time a nd ene rgi e s 

during the Spring Term, 1985 was taken up with the developme nt of a 

proposal to reduce instructional expenses, along with t h e re duction 

of expenses in other areas of the College's operations. The Budget 

Committee collected information from the Dean of 

and 

F aculty, the 

Vice-President for Finance and Administration, t he ac ademic 

divisions. It met with secretaries of t h e seven acade mic di visions 

to determine how to reduce costs in such a way as to do le ast h a rm to 

the curriculum and the College's overall educational pro gram. After 

lengthy and often heated discussions, the Budget Committ ee pr oposed, 

and t h e Academic Council and admi n istr a tion ag r eed to an 

instructional budget for 1985-86 that met the constraints i mp os ed by 

the College's Board of Trustees at its April, 19 8 5 me et i ngs, and did 

so in a way that augurs well for the f u ture of the Coun cil a nd the 

College . 

In the structure it now assumes, in the responsi b il ities it has, 

and in the initial indications of the way in which it o p e rates , the 
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creation of the Academic Council responds in an effective a nd direct 

way to many of the. concerns in this area raised by the Commissi on. 

In one of its summary sentences, the Commission "urged'' the "Fac ulty 

Educational Policy Committee /to/ assume a more active role in 

speaking for the Faculty as a whole, and as the instrument of t he 

faculty in the systematic and thorough review and evaluation of the 

College's programs and policies." The Council is well on it s wa y to 

doing precisely that. 

In spite of this substantial progress and its positi v e 

implications for the future, the College has not been as ef f ec t ive in 

its response to another concern in this area expressed by t h e 

Commission. Referring to the academic divisions and their i nternal 

organization, the · Commission noted that "there needs to be , be tween 

the administration and the individual faculty members, an 

organizational level occupied by persons who are more than "conveyors 

of communications and conveners of meeting." It noted t h e 

then-recent, and abortive, efforts to increase the length of office 

of divisional secretaries, and suggested the College revie w not only · 

the role of those secretaries but the entire divisional st ruct ure. 

In two ways the College has responded to these conce r n s. It has 

reduced the number of academic divisions b y mergin g the Bl ac k Music 

Division and the Music Division. It has also regul a rized weekl y 

meetings of all divisional secretaries with the Dean of Facult y, and 

at times the President, to discuss College - wide issues and c o n ce rns. 

While the College has not yet succeeded in moving to a vers ion o f 

divisional chairs instead of secretaries, the new and regul ar process 

of consultation and discussion has begun to break do wn d i visio cal 
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isolation and to bring other faculty members to reco gn i z e 

institutional needs that must sometimes take precedence o v e r 

divisional or personal imperatives. In some ways, bri nging 

divisional secretaries face-to-face with real, if as y et rela tively 

minor , problems may prove as important in creating gen u i ne 

possibility for creative change as will the structurin g o f ac ademic 

governance more grandly attempted through the Academic Co unc il. 

In spite of these changes , the new Academic Counci l itself has 

not yet had the time to consider the possibilities of re thi nking the 

overall structure of divisions. However, the issue is c l e arly an 

important one. As a consequence of the Commission's re p o rt , a nd as a 

response to the College ' s financial situation, the Boa rd of Trustees 

h as created a College Wide Task Force t o consider pla ns t hat woul d 

restructure the College. These plans are in a very e ar ly sta ge of 

development , though we realize that t h or ou gh consid e r a t ion o f the m 

cannot unduly slow that process. In ad d i t ion, sin ce r e - structuri ng 

clearl y must be organized by further d e creases in cos ts, t he process 

must be thoug h t t hrough carefully , responsi b l y , and wit h t h e 

opportu n ity for serious input from, a nd the cooperat ion o f, all t h e 

College ' s constituencies: 

stu d e nt s, alu mni. 

Evaluation and Planning 

trustees , faculty, admi n i s trati on, sta f f , 

The v i s itin g committee from the New England Associ atio n eigh t 

years ago commented on the College's need to develop a capac ity for 

long ra ng e p lanning and evaluation. In respons e to that c harge, t h e 

Coll e g e a d o p ted a number of changes i n ad ministr a ti ve p r act ices whi c h 
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were outliaed in the College's 1983 self study docu ment and whic h 

worked to enhance the ability of the College to eval u ate the pre sent 

and plan for the future. Since then, enhanced capacities i n 

recordkeeping, budgeting practices, and long range planni ng e fforts 

in maintenance have been supplemented by the establis h men t of a 

Retention Committee charged with assessing and evaluating t h e rea s o ns 

for student attrition and devising interventions to reduce i t, wh e re 

appropriate; the creation of a computerized data base manageme nt 

system for administrative purposes, especially in admissio ns an d 

financial aid; and the systematic use of a financial projecti o n model 

for assessing medium term financial viability. While t h ese 

essentially administrative mechanisms bring the College a st ep cl oser 

to having an effective institutionalize d mechanism for 

self-evaluation and planning, several problems remain: 

1. Systematic institutional research has not, as yet, bee n 

institutionalized within the College's de cision - making stru c t u r es. 

Much of the research that has been un der taken over t he past se veral 

years has been ad hoc in nature and li mited in scope. Moreo ver , 

efforts to esta b lish a separate office for institu t ional re sear ch and 

plann i ng or to integrate it within existing offices have bee n 

co ns tra ined by budgetary pressures. 

2. Mor e importantly, the most trenc h ant critici sms of the last 

visiting committee were directed not at institutional iz in g resea rch 

a nd data gathering efforts within the administration b ut rather at, 

" ... the faculty's fundamental and long standin g 
disinclination to work colla b orativel y with the 
administration in institutional self-evaluation 
and planning." An d with a concern, 
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" whether t he Co l lege's go v erning Bo ard i s (was] 
sufficiently aware of the severit y of the College's 
problems and appropriately in v ol ved in t he search 
for solutions." 

Fortunately, a ser.ies of actions over the past 18. mont h s by th e 

faculty and the trustees suggest that the College community has begun 

to develop the necessary cooperative mechanisms on which sys tematic 

evaluation and planning can be based. With respect to the facu lty, 

at the urging of . the president, the faculty, after much deba te , 

fashioned an executive committee (the Academic Council ) of the 

faculty charged with, 

"··.considering all questions of educational p ol icy . "and 
" ...review(ing) ... expenses". " ... with the Budget and 
Finance Committee of th e Board of Trustees." 

As mentioned in the section of this report on the facult y, the 

Academic Council, did, this past sprin g, work in conce rt with t he 

administration under Board direction to reduce the 1985-86 operating 

budget so that the College would not e x ceed its credit line wit h the 

Chittenden bank. With respect to the Board, the Trustees reor ganized 

themselves into a smaller number of work ing committ ees and the y have 

made regular provision for faculty and student participation a t Board 

meetings (see Appendix D). Moreover, this past Spring, the Boa rd 

adopted a series of budget resolutions for 1985-86 which defin ed 

fundraising goals, limited expenditures, and mandated that the budget 

deficit fall within the Colle ge's existing re vo lvin g line of credit

More recently, these actions h ave be en extended to the cr eation 

of a College-wide Task Force to reconsider the future of the co llege 

in light of e x isting resources. Medium term budget fo rec asts 

strongly suggested that the College would be unable to mainta i n its 
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current academic program with resourc e s no w seen as reas ona bly 

available. As a result the Board of Trustees E x ec u tiv e Commi tt ee has 

directed a Task Force to prepare a proposal for the Octo b e r b o ar d 

meeting which is consistent with budget realities and is re f lec ti v e 

of the College's historical mission as a progressive li b eral a rts 

college. While it is too early to predict the ulti mate s u c ces s o f 

these efforts, it is clear that the entire college commu nity has 

finally been mobilized to address the threats to the Colle ge 's 

educational integrity posed by its financial crisis. 

Summary and Appraisal 

Since the 1978 New England Association's visitin g c omm i t t ee, it 

would appear that the college has take n a number o f i mp o rta nt steps 

to redress past deficiencies. The administration of t he co lle ge has 

been significantly strengthened and pro f e s sionaliz ed and as ev idenced 

by the 1983 committee's comments, t h e college no w h as " A c apable 

management structure to cope with t h e probl ems i t face s. " More 

importantly , 

responded to 

pr esi dential 

after some difficulty, t h e faculty a nd t rust ees have 

the concerns 

re q uest, the 

the executive committee of 

of previous v isiti ng committ ees. At 

facult y , a fter much de b a te , cr eat ed an 

faculty t o work in conc ert wit h the 

administration and the trustees to a d d ress the coll ege's pro blems. 

The successful effort, this past spring , at bu dg et c utti ng augurs

well and suggests that the faculty is willing to assu me i ts rol e as 

an e q ual partner with the administratio n and the board in s yst ematic 

self-evaluation and planning. Similarl y , t h e act ions of t he Bo ard of 
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Trustees over t h e past 18 months indicate the Boar d ' s ful l a wa reness 

of the severit y of the College's problems and its in v olv e me nt in the 

search for appropriate solutions. But this 

the 

is not to sa y that 

difficult problems do not remain. As college ' s fi n a n c ial 

predicament reveals, the mobilization of the Bennin gto n c ommunity 

comes not a moment too soon. It is not clear that eit h er a nas cent 

Academic Council or a newly resolute Board can success full y na v i gate 

the difficult course ahead, but it is clear that the Col l e g e is in a 

betterposition to do so than it has b e en in the past. 




