
July 2, 2020 
Dear Attorney General Donovan, 
  
This is a response to the “NARRATIVE OF MARLBORO COLLEGE’S EFFORTS TO MAINTAIN ITS 
INDEPENDENCE” sent by Kevin Quigley to the Attorney General’s office on June 29, 2020. (I, John 
Lehmann-Haupt, am sending this on behalf of my fellow signers; please contact me with any questions at 
------------------ or ---------------------.) 
  
In the NARRATIVE, Marlboro’s leadership takes the position that Marlboro cannot continue to exist as an 
independent institution, citing as cause the demographic changes among potential students, trends in 
higher education, and other external factors that have negatively impacted a number of small liberal arts 
colleges in the region. They describe a decade of efforts to address these changes, all leading to the 
current scenario as an inevitable outcome – proposed closure of the college, with the transfer of its 
assets, some faculty, and some students, to Boston’s Emerson College, including proceeds from the sale 
of the Marlboro campus. 
  
Close examination reveals that these assertions are, at best, half-truths. Unacknowledged is that over 
several years, there has been mismanagement of the college, and that the response to its deterioration 
has been skewed towards a merge-or-close dyad and marked by the rejection of a variety of realistic 
solutions to its enrollment and financial problems. 
  
In key ways, Marlboro is unique among New England’s small, liberal arts colleges, serving unusual 
students who are not representative of demographic trends. With new leadership better attuned to its 
special qualities and audience, Marlboro College can have a good chance to survive and flourish. It’s 
important to note that its endowment is sufficient, with a temporary easement of restrictions, to tide it over 
during a transition period and past the COVID pandemic.  
  
Below is a selection of assertions from the NARRATIVE, followed by countering statements, and some 
additional observations. 
  
●        “Over the past ten years, Marlboro has developed and followed two strategic plans and numerous 
initiatives to address enrollment, retention, curriculum, and operations … Despite these efforts, it is clear 
that Marlboro is not sustainable on a stand-alone basis.” 
Its contention of an exhaustive study of Marlboro’s options notwithstanding, the Board has 
refused to open the documentation of its examination of the downsizing and rebuilding option to 
independent scrutiny as offered by Will Wootton, a well-respected Marlboro alumnus who was 
Vice President of Marlboro College for 19 years and later served as President of Sterling College. 
The Board ignored a petition with over 1100 signatures asking the college to accept his offer. 
  
●        “We also took steps to adjust the faculty/student and staff/student ratios to more sustainable levels.” 
“The college continues to invest in infrastructure and academic programs, such as hiring new 
tenure-track faculty and increasing the number of counselors and student life staff.” – from the 
college publication Giving in Action: Marlboro College Philanthropy (Winter 2018) 
https://www.marlboro.edu/live/files/200-giving-in-actionye2018productionsinglepdf 
  
●        “The Board of Trustees concluded at its February 2019 meeting that … The operating deficit could 
not be closed at current tuition discount rates, which had risen to over 60% in recent years—a completely 
unsustainable level;” 

https://www.marlboro.edu/live/files/200-giving-in-actionye2018productionsinglepdf


This passive reference to the rise in the tuition discount rate obscures the fact that, while some 
degree of discounting is a normal competitive tactic among colleges vying for students, Marlboro 
actively raised its rate much more than other colleges. In lieu of engagement with all its 
stakeholders, a renewed focus on its mission and how to communicate it, and a well-defined 
understanding of its student audience and how best to reach it, the leadership radically increased 
the amount of free tuition through the Renaissance Scholars program (more on this below), 
offering full scholarships to 52 students annually – a huge proportion for a tiny college with 
entering classes below 75, causing the discount rate to balloon. Intended to create student 
ambassadors, this early initiative of President Kevin Quigley, who came to Marlboro in 2015 not 
from the world of higher-education administration but from the Peace Corps, was distinctly 
unsuccessful. As noted in 2019 by the New England Commission of Higher Education (NECHE), 
“the high discount rate has not been effective in attracting a sufficient number of new students to 
the College.” 
https://www.marlboro.edu/live/files/275-neche-letter-december-19-2019 
●        “Further, it [Marlboro] expanded its recruitment efforts, increased alumni participation in the 
admissions process and implemented new admissions software.” 
A number of alumni have reported that their offers to help with recruitment have been rebuffed. 
Similarly, the Alumni Association, the responsibility of the Alumni Director, was allowed to lapse, 
leaving alumni out of the loop regarding the college’s difficulties and eliminating them as the 
potent source of professional support that they could be. Disappointed and frustrated by this 
failure of alumni relations, a group of alumni moved to create an independent Alumni Association 
in the early fall of 2019, but have indicated that the college’s cooperation dried up following the 
announcement of the “merger” with Emerson College. 
  
●        “During the 2009-2010 academic year, it [Marlboro] created a Task Force on the Future, which 
concluded that to expand enrollment Marlboro must, among other things, differentiate itself through 
marketing, seek partnerships to increase offerings and pursue capital improvements.  Shortly thereafter it 
undertook efforts to create more effective marketing and messaging, with guidance from three 
Boston-area consultants.”  
We believe that this is part of the problem. A tiny, unique college like Marlboro needs leadership 
with a deep sense of its identity that can tap the expertise of its own stakeholders to hone its 
marketing and strategy, an approach not only more economical but far more effective. The 
marketing campaigns designed by out-of-state, big-city consultants failed to attract more students 
because they failed to embody the unique character of Marlboro College. 
  
●        “In 2016, Marlboro introduced The Renaissance Scholarship program offering free tuition for one 
exceptional student from each state.  This program was designed to raise Marlboro’s profile nationally, 
enhance recruitment and expand diversity on our rural campus in Southern Vermont.” 
Giving away something for free is not an effective way to convince people of its value. 
Additionally, criteria for the scholarships were modified over the summer without faculty 
approval, and when some Scholars were having academic difficulty, the faculty requested but 
never received a report on the performance of them as a group (individuals were not identified as 
Scholars, although some self-identified). The program also contributed dramatically to the rise in 
the discount rate (currently over 70 percent), both directly and because the knowledge that these 
students (even those who could pay) were paying no tuition raised the discount expectation 
among others. 
  

https://www.marlboro.edu/live/files/275-neche-letter-december-19-2019


●        “On December 19, 2019, NECHE reissued its Notice of Concern.  It stated that Marlboro ‘continues 
to face serious challenges with respect to finance and enrollment,’ that its endowment draw and tuition 
discount rate were ‘unsustainable’ and the college was not effective in attracting sufficient new students. It 
also concurred with Marlboro that ‘a successful merger is the only way to address the financial and 
enrollment concerns.’  Finally, NECHE stated that failure on the part of the College to begin teaching out 
its students in the event the merger with Emerson does not transpire, will lead the Commission to 
immediately consider stronger public action.” 
This letter is based substantially on the college’s report to NECHE, which from the available 
evidence did not include serious consideration of retrenchment and rebuilding; the NECHE letter, 
then, was commenting only on the options presented. NECHE works effectively with colleges 
when they present strong leadership, effective fundraising, and a persuasive plan for 
independence, curriculum, and graduating current students. Marlboro is free to formulate a 
different plan and submit it to NECHE to maintain its accreditation, as Hampshire College has 
done.  
  
●      “Following a series of seven town meetings, virtual and face-to-face, throughout the Summer and Fall 
on the college’s circumstances and plans to merge with the University of Bridgeport and then transfer its 
programs to Emerson, on December 14, more than 75 people gathered in the College’s Ragle Hall to 
share their views on the potential merger of Marlboro and Emerson and provide an opportunity for 
community members to offer comments directly to the Trustees.”  
○      In sharp contrast to this assertion of openness and inclusivity, Town Meeting attendees have 
reported that important questions were either answered inadequately or ignored. Subsequently, 
the Town Meeting Select Board restricted journalistic coverage of the proposed merger in 
violation of the college’s constitutional freedom-of-speech principles. 
○      As mentioned above, an offer of review by Will Wootton, an alumnus who was an 
administrator at Marlboro for 19 years and president from 2006 to 2012 of Sterling College (which 
he succeeded in pulling back from its own brink during his tenure) was rebuffed.  
○      Group and individual alumni letters to the Board offering help following the University of 
Bridgeport merger announcement were ignored. Former faculty members have described an 
atmosphere of obfuscation and pressure to obtain consent throughout the leadership’s process 
of determining Marlboro’s future.  
  
●      There are serious questions regarding the Board’s adherence to governance protocol, casting 
a shadow over its ability to carry out its fiduciary duty. Board Chairman Richard Saudek has held 
his seat for 23 years, despite bylaws limiting terms to a total of 12 years; former Chairman Dean 
Nicyper has held a similarly long tenure. Trustee Donna Heiland is a former employee of Emerson 
College (to which Marlboro’s assets, in the current scenario, are to be given in exchange for some 
faculty positions and student berths), raising a possible conflict-of-interest issue. 
  
●        Marlboro’s last two presidents, Ellen McCulloch-Lovell (2004-2015) and Kevin Quigley (2015-) 
were hired in spite of having no experience in higher education administration. 
  
These items indicate a deviation from fiduciary responsibility on the part of Marlboro’s Board of Trustees 
that merits investigation. 
  
Signed, 
  
Sharoan Cohen, Class of 1994 

https://www.reformer.com/stories/podolsky-marlboro-college-leaders-abandon-ethos-ahead-of-merger,599918?fbclid=IwAR1QT9MS1ACyA48T8mCaGJ08KSRtKvgRv2SOh1bNvoJQR9yisXXzO5nOwuA


Lisa Richardson, Class of 1984 
Cary Barney, Class of 1980 
Rachel Eugster, Class of 1977 
Wendy M. Kilpatrick, Class of 1977 
John Lehmann-Haupt, Class of 1971 
Cate Marvin, Class of 1993 
Peter Carini, Class of 1984 
Rebecca Bartlett, Class of 1979 
Ellen Schon, Class of 1975 
Maria Pia Sanchez, Class of 1977 
Tina DuBosque, Class of 1970 (undergrad) 2001 (grad) 
Rebecca Boyden, daughter of a founding faculty member and interim President 
 


