
Jenckes Farm
2203 Butterfield Road
Brattleboro, Vermont 05301

Vermont Attorney General’s Office 
109 State Street
Montpelier, VT 05609

Dear Attorney General Donovan,

The Marlboro College Board of Trustees has failed dramatically and repeatedly in their fiduciary
responsibilities to govern, maintain, and oversee the institution. They have allowed the president
to act with demonstrated duplicity. That resulted in the abrupt departure of dedicated active
faculty with more than a third of the years of experience at Marlboro. They have accepted
without careful analysis a steady erosion of enrollment. They have approved policies that sharply
reduced tuition income per student. They have repeatedly set and then ignored deadlines to close
money-losing programs originally designed to subsidize the core institution. They have neglected
alumni participation and support, allowing alumni-giving to slip from a participation rate in the
top 10% nationally to a point where fewer than half of the alumni even have current contact
information on college mailing lists.

I write to urge you to do everything possible to prevent the closure of Marlboro College and the
transfer of its assets to Emerson College in Boston. At a bare minimum, I urge you to prevent the
dissolution of the corporation and the transfer of Marlboro College's good name to Emerson, in
the hope that a new board and new leadership might someday revive the institution. I know
Marlboro College intimately from many different perspectives, and I believe it is safe to say that I
have the respect, confidence, and trust of my colleagues (both faculty and staff), my students,
past presidents and deans, as well as of trustees, past and present.1

1I taught at Marlboro for forty-seven years and was part of the group that established the
core course in the Humanities that ran for more than twenty-five years. I served as Dean of
Faculty and Acting Dean of Faculty, twice as Co-Director of the World Studies Program. I was
elected by my colleagues as their representative to the Board of Trustees multiple times over
those years, as well as to the Committee on Faculty (our hiring and review committee). I served
at various times on the Admissions Committee, the Curriculum Committee, the World Studies
Program Committee, the English Committee (which administers our writing requirement), and
numerous hiring committees for both faculty and staff (including one hiring committee for
President). I was elected multiple times as moderator of our college Town Meeting and to our
Community Court, where I was frequently chosen as presiding justice. I served twice on
Long-Range Planning Committees, one of which I chaired (and wrote the report for) and twice
on committees writing self-studies for NEASC, our accrediting agency. I served on and then
chaired our Building Committee. I have worked closely with all previous presidents of the
college, and I know most of the trustees, several since they were students at the college.

I have also served actively in the Town of Marlboro, on the Planning Commission, the
Development Review Board, and the Board of Civil Authority (all of which I have chaired), as
well as Justice of the Peace for more than twenty-five years. You may recall my detailed rebuttal
of your predecessor's report on the police shooting of Robert Woodward, which I sent to you
during your first campaign against Sorrel.
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You have received many letters already opposing the closure of the College. Many have
described the rarity of this sort of education and community and governance. They have detailed
the profound loss the disappearance of the College would represent. Many letters have also
identified ways in which the process through which the Board has arrived at this end has been
inconsistent with the principles of clarity, transparency, and consultation upon which the college
was founded and upon which it has operated for most of its life.

Though I have made such arguments previously myself, I am aware that such process issues do
not necessarily provide grounds for you to act. I want to focus attention instead on a pattern of
Board decisions that represent a failure of good governance and responsible oversight. Some
specifics are so egregious that some faculty and supporters of Marlboro have believed that the
Board set out to close the college beginning in 2016. The college has faced grave financial
challenges for almost its entire history. Nonetheless, it has always had a dedicated faculty and
staff, and by 2016, it had a larger endowment and better facilities than ever. It had a strong and
vibrant curriculum. The college community has striven to address problems as they arose and to
keep the Board informed, but the Board has repeatedly not heard or has failed to act.

Presidential Search and Effects: Identifiable problems in governance at the Board level arose
with the recruitment of the current president. All previous presidential searches, like searches for
faculty and for senior staff, had been conducted with broad campus participation, both through
membership on the search committee and through public presentations by and meetings with
finalist candidates. This time, despite strong advice and pleas from the Faculty and the college
Town Meeting, the Board followed advice from a search firm to conduct the search in secrecy.
There were still community representatives on the committee, but they were allowed to report
almost nothing about the process or the candidates, who, if they visited the campus at all, did so
in secret. 

We learned nothing about the selected candidate until his resume was posted and he arrived on
campus the day before his appointment was official. The resume suggested some elements of a
good match with Marlboro, but within the first year, it became clear that the secrecy of the search
process had led the new president to understand his role more as CEO, with a hierarchical
structure of responsibility and control, than a participant in Marlboro's well established, and
formally delegated, distribution of authority, in which faculty, staff, and students all have
participatory and consultative roles. This president nominally supported "transparency" and
"consultation," but repeatedly acted against both. He told the faculty Delegates to the Board that
they could present only a single issue at any Board meeting and "consulted" with faculty
committees by telling them his decisions before he told the whole community. (See detailed
examples in the Statement for Kevin attachment.)

Phased Retirement Cancellation: In April of 2016, the president abruptly terminated the
Board-approved phased retirement policy, without consulting the Board as the policy itself
required. He did so without consulting the Committee on the Faculty, the Faculty Finance
Committee, or the Curriculum Committee, announcing the decision publicly in the final weeks of
the semester. Six longtime members of the faculty nearing retirement were effectively pressured
into making immediate decisions to retire within a year. I notified the Board of the president’s
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action, assuming they had approved it as required and expressing my astonishment that they had
done so without timely notice to affected faculty. Shortly after that, the president told me that the
Board had never approved the retirement policy in the first place. A quick check of Board
minutes showed that his assertion was untrue, yet I later learned that the president had also led
the Board to understand that they had never approved the policy. (See details in the Statement for
the President and Continuing Challenges, Sept ‘18, attached). The supposed rationale for this
action was to save money, but there was at the time no financial analysis showing how much or
how it would save. The effect on the community, both faculty and students, was dispiriting, to
say the least. That the Board neither dismissed the president nor reversed his unwonted action
was grossly unfair to individuals and destructive to the institution.

The Renaissance Scholar Program: In the spring of 2016, the president proposed to increase
enrollment by offering one full-tuition scholarship for each state to candidates with strong
academic records and a history of responsible community action. The rationale was that strong
students would swell our enrollment without significantly adding to faculty load and that at least
their room and board fees would support the budget. As with the retirement termination, there
was no fiscal analysis, and it is not even clear whether Ren Scholars received further scholarship
aid toward room and board. 

Moreover, without consulting the faculty (responsible for admissions standards), the criteria were
apparently changed during the summer. Faculty were never told which students were Ren
Scholars (though some self-identified) and when some of them turned out to be in academic
trouble in following semesters, we could not even get a requested report on the academic
performance of the group. The Board celebrates this program as an achievement, without
apparent awareness of the effect on the damage to the perceived value of the education and on
our disastrous discount rate (over 70%, at least twice what it should be).

Presidential Review: For the previous three administrations, the Board has engaged in a discreet
confidential review of the president, talking with several members of the faculty and senior staff.
I have been one of those that members of the Board have spoken to in the past, and I have given
them a balanced assessment in each case. While it is just possible that they conducted such a
review with the current president (and given my vocal role in the retirement fiasco, I wouldn't
have expected to be asked for comment), none of those in a position to provide useful analysis
appear to have been asked. In any case, no one has observed any correction of attitude or process,
such as might follow a thoughtful review. That the Board has evidently voted bonuses
approaching the base salary for new faculty in the midst of financial and institutional crisis is
further evidence of irresponsibility. (For contrast, it is worth noting that a previous president
offered his personal retirement fund as a guarantee in an earlier crisis.)

The Graduate Center: Marlboro's Graduate Center began three presidents ago. It established a
program very different from the undergraduate program (nonresidential, a heavy emphasis on
technology, mostly adjunct faculty, no community governance) with the avowed purpose of
subsidizing the undergraduate program. In about its third year, it produced a theoretical net
benefit to the college. 

In every other year of its existence, it contributed to the actual deficit, despite peculiar
bookkeeping, in which the support from the college Admissions team, the college Librarian, the
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college Dean of Faculty, and the college maintenance staff was never counted as part of the
Graduate Center budget, making the Grad Center look better than it was and the undergraduate
program look worse. Moreover, rental of space in the Grad Center building in Brattleboro
counted toward the Grad Center budget, even though the building was purchased using a $90,000
grant given in support of the undergraduate college. 

For at least the last four years, the Dean has assured me, the Board has set one deadline after
another for the Grad Center to show a profit or at least break even or it would shut down.
Repeatedly, it failed even to break even, and it was never shut down: the last graduates from the
Grad Center will finish after the last Commencement for the undergraduate program, having run
at a deficit its entire life.

Alumni Relations: The administration and the Board have been woefully negligent in this area,
which is the essential base for both fund-raising and recruitment. The alumni organization has
been allowed to lapse, and though seven alumni are now regular members of the Board, the
rotating alumni positions have lapsed as well. Alumni achievements have been absent from
recruiting materials and largely invisible even to current students. Most seriously, the contact
lists for alumni have been neglected (for details, see the letter to your office from John Coakley
on the board of the new, independent Marlboro College Alumni Association). 

Mailings to alumni as recently as April 2019 assured them that although other small colleges in
Vermont were closing, "Marlboro [was] not on that path." The consequent shock of the
announcement that the college would merge with the University of Bridgeport, and the almost
immediate collapse of that deal, spurred alumni into fevered action to help with raising funds and
with recruiting new students. Yet the Board signed, without public notice, its first agreements
with Emerson to close the college even as they allowed alumni to continue their work to preserve
it. Continuing such efforts by alumni and others have been hampered by the lack of
communication and cooperation from the Board and hampered further by a series of misleading,
disingenuous public statements.

Internal Board Governance:, Many discussions of critical issues appear to have taken place
informally or in executive sessions, so it is difficult to know all of the details ,but some things are
clear. Board membership has been relatively stagnant. The members of the Board "believe" in the
college, but they have not used their long association with many members of the college
community to build the deep understanding and insight into the long-obvious problems the
college faced. Several trustees have resigned, out of concern for the direction and management of
the Board itself, yet there has been no system of self-evaluation or even a process of an "exit
interview" to inform the whole Board. 

The Board have allowed and relied on extravagant (at least by Marlboro standards) outside
consultants and advisors, who have rarely understood an institution as unusual as Marlboro.
When they invited Will Wootton, a senior staff member for 19 years who went on to serve as
president of Sterling College, to attend a meeting in May 2018 and to comment, his suggestions
(Wootton Letter May ‘18 attached) either were not circulated to the full Board or were unread by
many. 

Their handling of the search for a "partner" has looked like grasping at straws, where even from
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the outside, the process has appeared rash and lacking in due diligence. The Board has seemed
overly responsive to optimistic appreciations and enthusiasms from college presidents who had
an obvious acquisitiveness toward our endowment, while it failed to appreciate obvious dangers
in the actual agreements. The proposed "merger" with the University of Bridgeport fell apart for
easily foreseen reasons (see my UB Merger Letter, attached, written well before the merger
collapsed and withheld from wider circulation at the time at the request of the Board chair).
Similar concerns apply to the Emerson deal, and despite the presence of four lawyers on our
Board, they have signed without due diligence in their analysis of who they were dealing with a
Purchase and Sales agreement with Democracy Builders Fund that even a non-lawyer can see
allows DBF to withdraw in certain circumstances without similarly protecting the College.

Conclusion: Nothing here should imply that the problems identified by the President and the
Board – low enrollment, discounted tuition, demographic challenges – are not real or should be
ignored. But neither are they new. Indeed, the imminent demise of Marlboro College has been
forecast by outsiders many times over the years. In the past, however, the Board, the
administration, the Faculty, the staff, and the alumni have all worked together, sometimes at
considerable personal sacrifice, to sustain and reinforce the college. I hope you will do whatever
may be in your power to allow this to happen again. The damage that has been done in this
process is extreme, and to rebuild from so low a point in the midst of a worldwide pandemic and
a multidimensional national crisis will take an extraordinary effort, but there remain a great many
associated with the college willing and able to support such an effort.

Sincerely,

T. Hunter Wilson
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