
June 12, 2020 
 
Dear Attorney General Donovan, 
 

Like many of my fellow Marlboro alumni, I’m writing to express my concern over the 
imminent loss to the State of Vermont of the educational, cultural, and historic landmark that 
is Marlboro College. This institution has deep roots in the landscape and life of southern 
Vermont. From the beginning it has distinguished itself as a noble experiment in higher 
education, founded on student initiative and the self-governing structure of the New England 
town meeting. It was designed to be small, rural, independent, and academically demanding. 
Since the late 1940s Marlboro has produced graduates with a strong sense of purpose forged 
in their self-directed Plans of Concentration, which have been likened by many outside 
observers to being closer to graduate than undergraduate work. Marlboro students are 
mavericks, risk takers, imaginative, resourceful, trained to think outside of the box. 
 

Marlboro has had the ill fortune in recent decades to have fallen under the stewardship 
of administrators and trustees who seem to have lost faith in its mission. They have instead 
taken the advice of a succession of pricey consultants, attempting in vain to steer the college 
down the path of far more conventional institutions, losing track of Marlboro’s identity and 
character. Along the way some unfortunate decisions were made, overbuilding on the campus 
and opening a graduate program which failed to thrive. The current president of the college 
seems to have decided early on in his tenure that he had to destroy the school in order to save 
it. In the past year deals were explored to “merge” Marlboro with two larger institutions, the 
University of Bridgeport and Boston’s Emerson College. The latter deal is set to be finalized 
this month. 
 

Even a cursory look reveals this deal to be no “merger.” Marlboro’s tenured and 
tenure track faculty have an option of teaching at Emerson, and Marlboro’s currently enrolled 
students may transfer to Emerson as well. But this seems a pittance compared to what 
Emerson receives, namely Marlboro’s healthy endowment. Marlboro becomes a “program” at 
Emerson, likely to disappear in coming years if it doesn’t attract new students. Marlboro’s 
staff and non-tenured faculty lose their jobs. The town of Marlboro loses its economic base. 
The area around Brattleboro loses an important center of social and cultural life. The State of 
Vermont loses as well, by allowing a vital institution and its endowment to disappear. 
 

A prospective buyer for Marlboro’s campus has already been found in the proposed 
Freedom College, to be founded by Degrees of Freedom, an organization tied to a series of 
socially progressive charter schools. While this appears well-meaning on paper, closer 
inspection reveals a highly dubious venture by yet another outsider with no experience in 
higher education (and a foundation which recently lost its non-profit status). Why attempt to 
start a new college from scratch when there is a wealth of former Marlboro faculty, staff, and 
students willing to salvage the college we all love and owe so much to? We strongly believe 
there is a way forward for Marlboro on its hill in southern Vermont, a way which will require 
the resourcefulness and spirit of austerity the school taught us and continues to inspire in us. 
One need only look at nearby Hampshire College, in Amherst, Massachusetts, to see that a 
dedicated community can indeed keep small, unique, beloved institutions alive for future 
generations. 
 



We appeal to you to do what is necessary to block the Emerson and Degrees of 
Freedom deals and give Marlboro College a chance to survive as it was always intended to 
be, a unique, venerated institution, rooted firmly in the life and traditions of Vermont. 
 

Many thanks for your attention. 
 

 
 

Cary D. Barney 
Marlboro College ‘80 
Program Director, Fine and Performing Arts 
Saint Louis University, Madrid (Spain) 


