
The Honorable T.J. Donovan 

Attorney General, State of Vermont 


Dear Attorney General Donovan:


I am writing to urge you to stop the closing of Marlboro College.  I want to speak to why

Marlboro matters, as a college and as an important part of Vermont culture. 


I graduated from a top high school and studied at two Ivy League universities, with fabulous 
resources.  Marlboro is the first place I ever felt at home academically and intellectually.  
Marlboro offers freedom, and success there depends upon using that freedom well. For me, 
the freedom to move at my own speed, to create what I thought was most valuable, to 
experiment, to change direction, to co-teach with a colleague and then an undergraduate,  to 
listen to a senior speak like a scholar — these were among the rewards of being at Marlboro. 

Interviewing at Marlboro, I encountered an intellectual community where every faculty member 
I met (and I met about half the faculty that day) could speak well about something outside their 
discipline.  The collegiality and shared sense of mission at Marlboro were addictive.  The 
opportunity to know students individually, not as part of a larger audience, was unexpected, 
challenging, full of surprises, and hard to pass up.  I wasn’t sure I would stay in academia 
before I came to Marlboro.  At that small and lively college, the life of an intellectual, teacher, 
and colleague took on new meaning. I never wanted to go anywhere else. 


It didn’t hurt that my first classes of students included some very independent-minded people. 

Having students challenge my assignments, reject my questions, and sometimes just push a 
book back across a table and say, “I don’t want to read that,” was a very new academic 
experience.  I was startled and, being a new teacher, scrambling to find the right approach.  I 
was also interested. You have to enjoy differences.  Some of the most resistant students I met 
at Marlboro were the best students I saw.  I grew attached to “attitude cases” who always had 
a notion of another way to do things and weren’t afraid to say so. I could see why they hadn’t 
succeeded very well in various school settings — but at Marlboro, they had a chance to 
develop as suited them.  Some people really can handle freedom - and most people can 
handle more of it than we tend to give them.  


Who were these students?  They included first-generation college students, students from rural 
areas, home-schooled and alternative-school students, students from very educated families, 
and some high-school dropouts who became amazing scholars.  Sometimes they had found 
Marlboro on their own, sometimes not, and often they heard about it from peers. Sometimes 
they had to convince their parents to let them choose this unusual college, sometimes their 
parents encouraged them to try it.  For some number, it was Marlboro or no college at all. 


Ambitions to expand the size of the college resulted in misguided recruiting, and we began to 
bring students who had no idea what to do with Marlboro and were burdened by significant 
problems that interfered with their learning.   Then we turned to recruiting more students who 
expected great personal support though they didn’t actually need it.  I never understood - 
others didn’t either - why we would think that Marlboro could provide the resources to support 
such personal dependencies.  The college wasn’t made for that. Potash Hill wasn’t stocked for 
that.  Demands on faculty and staff grew disproportionately.  


The college has struggled down that path in the woods. It never made sense. Admissions 
swung towards one thing, then towards another.   Finally we were down to hiring consultants to 
come in and post paper on the dining hall walls so that we could each write what we thought 
“Marlboro identity” might be. Can you get more lost than that? 




Through all the different directions, and those that seemed more like drifts, some likely 
students kept showing up at Marlboro.  This was a powerful fact.  Prospective students saw 
something - and grabbed for something - that many of us saw disappearing at Marlboro.  They 
expected to have voice, they believed in Town Meeting, they thought they had come to direct 
their lives as well as their educations.  Every year there were grumbles, resistance, objections - 
and alienation - among students who said Marlboro wasn’t what had been promised.  Some 
hung on, some didn’t.  But they kept coming, every year, using what they could, and moving on 
out into the world, where I am quite sure they will make a mark whatever they do. 


Most of them haven’t agreed with the administration of the college for some time.  Complaints 
have grown in recent years.  Little wonder. Decision-making has been moved into the hands of 
a tiny group of the President and a couple of senior staffers - and the environment becomes 
more and more like a mainstream college, just smaller, with more personal attention. 


The faculty itself has changed over time of course and many issues have generated conflict - 
between generations would be one way to describe it.   Faculty members have become more 
directive and supervisory, with more caretaking responsibilities. That has become the national 
academic culture and Marlboro faculty, as always, try to do their best for the students, to meet 
their expectations.   There are more laptop classes, more midterm and final examinations in 
place of papers, more oversight, more prerequisites to classes, more Plans divided into 
separate parts for faculty members instead of sponsored together, and so on.   Some of this is 
sheer workload issues.  There is a crucial loss there: as Roland Barthes said, “interdisciplinary” 
isn’t putting two known things next to each other, it is creating a wholly new thing which 
belongs to neither discipline.  That comment could use some pondering.  Management isn’t 
openness.


Literature professor Birje Patil and I used to joke about ‘constructive confusion’:  letting first-
year students wander about and look for something they wanted to pursue.  Film professor Jay 
Craven spoke of the “take-off” point for students, saying every Plan student is different, but the 
process works for all because of the freedom allowing every student to chase something and 
find something worth chasing, then… take off!  Anyone who has been a teacher knows the 
satisfaction of seeing students find the right thing for them, discover their ability to tackle it, 
and then carry it through to visible results.  For that, there needs to be room to invent.


At Marlboro, the best students are the ones who surprise you the most, the ones who had no 
idea what they could do until they found a place that let them do it.   Many Marlboro students 
could get along at other institutions but they would have to labor to make that go, and wonder 
why they don’t find it right for them.  At Marlboro, those students become confident, and 
recognize their particular ambitions, pitfalls, way forward.  They can become themselves 
without the feeling that they are “failing” somehow to do what is supposed to be done. 


A past president of Marlboro, Paul Leblanc, recently commented that Marlboro “was always 
made for mavericks.”  I think he’s right.  Lots of different people come to Marlboro and 
succeed in different ways. The college is at its best for those who are not a good fit elsewhere.  
It works for those who take it on and learn to carry their own work and lives forward.  There has 
always been a drop-out rate, but even those who leave speak highly of what they gained at 
Marlboro.  Those who stay and complete a junior-senior Plan of Concentration offer the 
strongest measure of Marlboro’s value,  as they go from senior orals with an outside expert to 
easy transition to graduate studies, or starting a business, or changing the culture of their 
workplaces, or working abroad, or…, in every case engaging with confidence and skill in a full 
range of situations in the world beyond.   Marlboro has a remarkable group of alumni, outsized 
in its impact from a tiny college.




Closing Marlboro is closing the door on those students.  Whatever Emerson may offer, it will 
not offer the freedoms, expectations and opportunities of Marlboro.  There is no place like it. 
Marlboro has survived with smaller numbers than today.  It could do that again.  Giving up is 
giving up on future generations of Marlboro students.  It’s the wrong move. 


I hope you will be able to stop this loss and let qualified and engaged Marlboro alumni step in 
to set the college back onto a functional and educationally unique course.  They are eager to 
take this on.   The current leadership of the college and the Board of Trustees have failed.  New 
leadership, not another college closing, is what is needed. 


Yours truly, 


Dana Howell, Ph.D.

Professor Emerita of Cultural History, Marlboro College 1985-2016

Chair, Academic Advisory Committee, Higher Education Support Program, Soros Foundations/
Open Society Institute 2002-2012



