
10 June 2020 
 
Attorney General TJ Donovan 
109 State Street 
Montpelier, VT 05609 
 
Dear A.G. Donovan, 
 
I write to ask you to investigate the proposed “alliance” between Marlboro College and Emerson 
College and ultimately to rule against this transfer of significant assets out of Vermont. I 
graduated from Marlboro in 2002. While there I served as head selectperson of the campus 
community, I sat on several committees important to the running of the school, and met regularly 
with other campus leaders including then-president Paul LeBlanc. I also hold a Ph.D. in History 
from the University of Wisconsin, and today I am a college teacher myself. Marlboro prepared 
me well for a life in higher education because it let me see inside from the very beginning. It 
invited me into the process as a student. 
 
Marlboro is one of the only places I felt truly at home, and I gave my heart to the place, always 
prepared to give much more. I knew it to be a labor of love and devotion and believed there 
might be a time when I would be honored enough to dedicate my life to the continuation of 
Marlboro College. That’s why it’s been so hard to admit that for the past year, I have found the 
actions of Marlboro’s administration, and ultimately its board, reprehensible and unredeemable.  
 
What follows is a brief analysis of several of Marlboro’s preventable problems over the past 
decade or so that I believe have significantly contributed to the college’s moves towards closure. 
This analysis is largely focused on alumni issues for the past ten years, because that is the 
information I’ve been able to glean through my current position as a member of Marlboro’s 
Alumni Council (though in this letter, I speak only for myself and not for that group). Problems 
of alumni engagement are some of Marlboro’s most significant and most preventable. In sum, 
Marlboro has shown remarkably little interest in its alumni for a long time, and now shows all 
but a select few utter contempt. 
 
 
 
1. The College maintains a very poor database of alumni contacts. When the Alumni Association 
finally succeeded (after several attempts) at getting Marlboro’s alumni contact information, we 
found it nearly useless. Out of over 5,000 names, nearly half did not have an email address listed; 
many of these are people who graduated in the last 30 years – people who grew up with email 
addresses. Physical addresses were out of date, some alumni listed as active were deceased, and 
sometimes names were badly mangled. A friend of mine from the class of 2005 who later 
married an alumna also from 2005 is listed as being married to an entirely different individual 
(class of 1983). He confirmed that indeed, every few months, he gets mailings addressed to him 
and a wife he has never met. When this same friend of mine began making a significant income 
5-10 years ago, he was immediately contacted by a rival college he had attended briefly before 
finding Marlboro. A representative met with him to try to develop him as a major donor. 



Marlboro, however, never changed its fundraising strategy towards him. A good alumni database 
is invaluable to a school; letting Marlboro’s lapse was an egregious and preventable error. 
 
2. Marlboro does not know who its alumni are and what they do. When I met briefly with the 
current alumni director several months ago, I noticed several filing cabinets in the basement of 
the administration building labeled “Alumni.” Naturally, I asked what was in them, and she 
responded that she had no idea because they were locked. The College’s alumni list does not 
keep information about alumni occupations, income level, or past ways they have engaged with 
the College. What has tended to result is just a vague sense of “the kind of person” who went to 
Marlboro at any point in time. Individual members of the current Marlboro community always 
know the individual alumni they happen to know, and otherwise have a general impression of 
what the other alumni are doing. Despite the overabundance of alumni currently serving on the 
Board of Trustees for example, none have attempted to universally represent alumni in general. 
Those called “alumni trustees” do not solicit alumni input. 
 
3. Marlboro alienated many alumni over the past five years by cutting off their contact with the 
school. Instead of the College keeping track of its alumni in an organized fashion, it has always 
been up to individual faculty members to maintain relationships with their former students, an 
unspoken system that worked to a certain extent up until the last several years. When the College 
purged a significant number of longtime faculty and staff, however, that naturally resulted in 
dismay across the wider college community, and strained relations with alumni, not to mention 
the town and no doubt the Music School. Had an effort been made to engage alumni around the 
issue of beloved professors leaving the school, an effective capital campaign could have 
emerged, and it could have been even more successful had those professors been able to retire on 
their own terms. Perhaps a handful of faculty positions could now have endowed chairs as a 
result of clear thinking several years ago. 
 
4. Marlboro never mounted a capital campaign to engage alumni and build up its endowment. 
Perhaps this is because the college did not know where we were or because it had an un-nuanced 
impression of alumni income levels. Either way, the attempt was not made, although the same 
tired old mailings about giving to the annual fund cluttered up mailboxes at houses we no longer 
inhabited. I have heard the excuse that conducting a capital campaign would have announced the 
College’s dire financial straits and therefore doom its enrollment, but much wealthier institutions 
mount successful campaigns all the time without the world believing they are insolvent. 
 
5. Over this past year, Marlboro never took seriously the alumni and former faculty who offered 
assistance and ideas to help preserve the school. No one responded when in August a group of 
alumni working in higher education wrote to Marlboro faculty offering support and detailed 
concerns about Marlboro’s merger process with the University of Bridgeport (the merger failed 
shortly thereafter). Even when alumni showed up in good faith at Home Days in October and 
offered ideas to anyone who would listen, they were yelled at by faculty members in the dining 
hall and shamed by administrators for having feelings about the botched Bridgeport merger. 
Alumni ideas dutifully written on sheets of butcher paper during a session with the president 
known as “Kevin Unplugged” never again saw the light of day, though the alumni director could 
easily have sent them in an email to everyone who attended that meeting. Several alumni 
presented detailed plans in November to the Board via the Alumni Council, but no one 



responded to those ideas. One alumni plan to increase enrollment was put into action 
immediately, only to be dropped mysteriously by members of the administration after the 
Emerson deal was announced. No doubt you have heard from others what has happened since 
November: in short, alumni who try to prevent the closure of an institution they love are 
intimidated and vilified by the stewards of that institution.  
 
 
 
This analysis makes one thing clear: any assertion that the administration and the Board 
attempted everything to save Marlboro College from destruction is a falsehood. Instead, easily 
preventable actions taken over the course of the last decade – at least in the realm of alumni 
engagement – have sped up the destruction. As an historian, I feel confident concluding that 
Marlboro’s demise is not the inevitable result of forces beyond human control, whether a 
demographic shift or a global pandemic, but instead the result of human actions.  
 
The proposed “alliance” with Emerson will result in the closure of a 73-year Vermont cultural 
institution, the loss of significant assets from Vermont, and the depression of the local economy. 
It will also raise red flags across the world of higher education because it will erode faculty 
authority at Emerson. This is not business as usual (even in the cut-throat business of college 
mergers), and warrants investigation. I must conclude that the Marlboro administration and its 
Board of Trustees have not fulfilled their responsibilities to the college because they have not 
done everything possible to protect its assets. Even the group of individuals (tenured and tenure-
track faculty and students) eligible to take a place at Emerson under the agreement is few in 
number and dwindling every day. 
 
Marlboro need not be lost because of poor decisions. Some of these actions can still be reversed. 
When they are, there are many people who will gladly take on the task (and the risk) of 
shepherding Marlboro College as an independent institution in Vermont. Marlboro is a labor of 
love and devotion – it always has been – and some of us are still devoted. Now more than ever, 
the world needs Marlboro College. 
 
 
Sincerely,  
 
 
John Coakley, Ph.D.  
Marlboro College class of 2002 
 


