
June 11, 2020 
Attorney General TJ Donovan  
109 State Street 
Montpelier, VT 05609 
 
Dear A.G. Donovan,  
 
I write to implore you to examine closely the imminent dissolution of Marlboro College and prevent the 
passage of its endowment out of the state of Vermont.  
 
I am a 2002 graduate of Marlboro, where I studied writing, literature, and history. I also hold an MA in 
poetry and a PhD in history from Boston University. As an historian and a poet, I am the author of 
scholarly articles, a collection of poetry, poetry criticism, and am the editor of a forthcoming new 
student edition of an important work of 20th century drama. It has been my honor and delight to teach 
both creative writing and history at institutions including Boston University, Colby College, the 
University of Hartford, and Simmons University. I don’t say any of this to try to make myself look 
impressive, but to give context when I say without a shadow of a doubt that I would have done none of 
these things if not for Marlboro College, which showed me the path to a life of the mind. I feel intense 
gratitude and love towards the institution.  
 
I doubt I have to tell you about the unique gem that Marlboro has been; surely dozens of former 
students, faculty, staff, parents, and trustees have made that case to you in the past few months. I will 
only say that Marlboro remains the true and only home of my heart, a place where I learned lessons of 
democracy, self-governance, community, caring, and rigorous intellectual and creative life. The 
dissolution of this institution will be a loss to higher education that I believe to be incalculable. But this 
is not my main concern in writing to you.  
 
My main concern is the structure of this merger deal, and the precedent it sets for college mergers 
in the future. As a higher education professional, I have no doubt that an era of such mergers is upon 
us. The Marlboro/Emerson merger (which in reality constitutes the dissolution of Marlboro and the 
transfer of its most substantial assets to Emerson) sets a dangerous precedent.  
 
This deal posits faculty as mobile assets that can be transferred from one institution to another, 
along with the endowment of the “sending” institution to the “receiving” one. The explanation from 
leaders at Marlboro and Emerson has been that the endowment underwrites the faculty’s lifetime salaries 
(though of course there is no particular reason that Emerson is obliged to tenure any of the tenure-track 
faculty it receives) and that the endowment is offered in exchange for the employment of Marlboro’s 
tenured and tenure-track faculty.  
 
This poses two significant problems. The first is that it interferes with standard hiring and labor 
practices established by the American Association of University Professors as well as local 
contingent faculty unions. It circumvents required procedures like job postings and national searches, 
and the right of departments to choose their own members. (To put it more bluntly, there will now 
suddenly be a couple dozen faculty jobs in the highly-competitive Boston higher education market for 
which no local, not to mention national or international, candidates will have had an opportunity to 
apply.) Moreover, local contingent faculty have been winning fights for job security, higher wages, 



hiring priority, and better working conditions, and mergers like this, where faculty from dissolving 
institutions can simply be brought in on tenure lines which previously did not exist, threaten to reverse 
those gains. Departments are forced to accept from the “sending” institution faculty whom they did not 
choose, and will likely not be permitted to hire in addition those faculty members (some of whom have 
been teaching for years on contingent contracts) that they might have chosen otherwise. More seriously, 
mergers of this sort may become a weapon utilized by administrations to break contingent faculty 
unions.  
 
The second problem is, however, the more pressing and severe. If a merger of this sort is allowed to 
go forward, it will set the precedent that larger, predatory institutions can prey on smaller, 
struggling ones in order to acquire their endowments. By using faculty jobs as a carrot, “sending” 
administrations can neutralize the dissent of their own faculties, while passing millions of dollars in 
assets to the “receiving” institution. I am concerned that more Vermont institutions stand to be poached 
in this way, allowing millions of dollars in endowments to leave the state. Given how many small 
colleges currently call the state of Vermont home, this will contribute significantly to job loss, so-called 
“brain drain,” and the loss of younger residents and families. All of that will have an impact on 
population demographics, unemployment, public school consolidation, post-office closures, and general 
economic health, as well as the creative and intellectual character of the state. If you allow Marlboro’s 
endowment to pass from Vermont to Massachusetts, it will send a signal to other large, out-of-
state universities that Vermont colleges can essentially be harvested for their endowments.  
 
Two things more. The first is that, in this extraordinary moment of the coronavirus pandemic, I have 
seen college administrations and presidents make hard but laudable choices. They have, in the past two 
or three months of this crisis, taken substantial cuts to their own salaries (in some cases upwards of 30 
and 40%), ordered salary cuts to highly-paid administrators, and laid off administrators whose jobs were 
unrelated to the essential academic mission. By contrast, Marlboro’s president, Kevin Quigley, has 
never in the past five years—during which time, by his own admission, the college was in an 
increasingly dire financial free-fall—taken a pay cut. In fact, in a year when Marlboro’s budget was 
nearly four million dollars in deficit, he took (and the trustees allowed him to take) a $30,000 bonus on 
top of an already-six-figure salary. His administration has never undertaken a major capital campaign, 
nor attempted to “right-size” their staff to their budget. The impasse at which Marlboro finds itself is not 
insoluble, but the current president and trustees have never taken proper steps to solve it, despite the 
urging, over the past year, of alumni, former faculty and staff, and others who volunteered to help but 
were rejected. There should have been, and can still be, solutions other than this merger, which 
would keep Marlboro, and its jobs and endowment, in Vermont.  
 
Second, we have now come face to face with another pandemic, another public crisis that we as a nation 
should have faced long ago: that of racism and violence, combined in this moment with a disturbing 
breakdown of democracy and freedom of the press, and a dangerous growing authoritarianism. Now, 
more than ever, Marlboro, as a self-governing experiment in education, community, 
egalitarianism, and democracy, is necessary in our national higher education landscape. (I won’t 
speak of “Democracy Builders,” the agency that proposes to buy the campus, whose title and mission 
are unfortunate misnomers.) I do not believe it is too grandiose to say that Marlboro can lead, can be a 
beacon for Vermont, for the nation, and even for the world. And that Marlboro is needed more sorely 
than ever.  
 



There are hundreds of us—alumni, former faculty, former staff, parents, residents of the town of 
Marlboro, and more—who would gladly come together under new leadership to revive Marlboro and set 
it on a financially-stable, mission-centered course again. Dozens of us who work in higher education 
have made ourselves available to the College, only to be ignored or rebuffed by its administration, but 
even so we are ready to go to work to save and sustain this precious institution. By doing so, we can 
send a message that Vermont colleges are not up for grabs, that they cannot simply be poached for 
their endowments by larger, out-of-state institutions on the hunt for easy money.  
 
Please do your due diligence by examining this situation carefully with an eye not just to the future of 
Marlboro College but to higher education in the state of Vermont, and to the cultural and economic 
ramifications of this merger.  
 
Please do not hesitate to get in touch with any questions.  
 
Sincerely, 
Katherine Hollander, PhD 
Marlboro College ’02 
Somerville, MA 02144 


