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1 
fo r 

The Enduri ng, b ut Evo lv ing,  Va l u e  of a C o l by Educati on  

by Jeff Wuorio ' 79 

As stu dents, parents and a l u m n i  watch col lege costs creep u pward , the sou n d  

hey make s lap p i ng t h e i r  foreheads is often fol l owed b y  a q uestton : " W h y  so 

m u c h ? "  Or " H ow has it come to t h i s ? "  J eff Wuorio ' 79  is a bust ness a n d  

f i na nce wr iter who retu rned t o  Col by t h i s  fa l l  t o  try to answer those q uestt ns.  

In  short, he found that com pet it ion among col leges has ratsed the q u a l t ty of 

progra ms a nd servi ces; the i nc reased q u a l ity of programs and servtces has 

raised students' expectations; students' ex pectat tons have t nc reased compet t -

t ion among col leges; and a ro u nd again .  Wuono, w h o  wntes for Money, Worth 

and The New York Times amo g other p u b l tcattOns. f t l ed t is report on the 

va l u e  of a Col by educa 10n and how the Col lege has c anged 1 n  the 20 years 

s t nce he gra u ated.  
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A 
cartoon in a recent ew Yorker depicts the interior 

of a d ilapidated home-the curtains are shredded, 

the walls peeling, the furniture threadbare. Equally 

d i  heveled is the couple that occupies the center of 

the picture. Their clothes are tom and their hair unkempt. 

They look l ike war refugee . 
The couple i beckoning toward a young man who i reach­

ing for the front door. He wears a handsome sport coat that only 
partially obscures a college letter sweater. Beneath one arm he 

carries a large textbook. 
Caption: " on, can you spare a few minutes to talk about 

your tuit ion?" 

That bit  of humor may well be lost on mil l ions of Ameri­

cans-including many olby famil ies-who are struggling to 
cope with the escalating cost of higher education. With overall 
yearly expense topping 30,000--a figure consistent with 

Colby' peer institution in the New England mall College 
Athletic Conference ( N E  CAC) and in the Ivy League­
tho e back home paying the bil ls are j ustified in wondering how 

the cost of a top-notch education soared into the stratosphere. 
Even though neither of my children are college age yet, I 

know I 've wondered. How could an education that cost 6, 760 
in my enior year have more than quadrupled in 20 years? 

There are many partial ( and obvious) answers. The cost of 
technology that barely exi ted 20 years ago, the inevitable rise 
in salarie and other like expenses, sparkling new build-
ing ri ing from the ground and renovations to older 
tructure built with more mode t re ource have all  

played their role in pushing the cost of a Colby 
education up. 

In fact,  rho e and other factors boi 1 down 

to a more fundamental explanation 
for soaring college co t among 
the nation' top school . The 
depiction of the couple in 

the ew Yorker cartoon as 
victims of a conflict ha an 
element of truth in it be­
cau e, m many way , Colby 

and other el ite colleges and 
un1ver ine are engaged in 
a ryre of war \\'Ith one an­

orher-vymg to lure the be t 
and bnghte r that they can, 
to re rUit gifted faculry, tocon­
tmue to wm grant for new 

bUildmg and for new academ1c 
and extra urncular program . 

That reLJuirc an cxrem1ve 
ar ... cnal of 'urerlative pro­

gram,, fac d l t le and en·icc>. 

To hudd the ar-,cnal, 

olh, ha rcl 1ed on 10 
ycar,ofh<�lanccd hudgcr , 

a lean and cHic icnt or-

l l B F 1 6  

eration, a keen eye for cost cutting and a cu lture of Yankee thrift 

and ingenuity. It has learned that success begets succes , as 

evident in the results of The Campaign for Colby, which wi l l  

come in ome 40 percent above i ts  original goal of raising 1 00 

mil l ion, setting a new standard for phi lanthropy in the state of 

Maine. Clearly, donors are eager to support a winning cause. 

Despite al l  that, it 's inescapable that part of the cost of 

overall excellence shows up in tuition. The price of a Colby 

education, as at Colby's peer institutions, is on the rise, and that 

is likely to continue. The comprehensive fee ( tu it ion, room, 

board and required fees) for the current school year is 3 1 , 580, 

right in line with Bowdoin ( 3 1 ,4 7 5 )  and Bates ($3 1 ,400 ) .  The 

College Board, based in New York, estimates that, nationally, 

students paid roughly five percent more in tuit ion and fees at 

private institutions in 1 998-99 than they d id the previous year. 

Colby's increase this year is only 3 . 8  percent, the lowest such 

increase in nearly a quarter-century and the continuation of a 

downward trend in the rate of increase over the last 1 0  years. I t's 

still more than inflation but meager compared to increases 
averaging 1 6  percent a year in 1 980, '8 1 and '82 . In a compari­

son of costs with other N ESCAC and Ivy League schools, the 

College currently places 1 4th among 2 1  institutions. 
Granted, you can juxtapose numbers and stats until your 

calculator disintegrates, but it still  begs the question-just how 
did the annual price tag top $30,000 ? Dean of the College 

Earl Smith summed it up nicely: "We are in an 
arms race, and no one shows any sign of wanting 

to declare detente." 

The battle is not merely fueled by other 
institutions. As President W illiam Cotter 
points out, prospective students also have 

lent a hand: "We certainly didn't start this, 
but we simply would not be competitive if 
we didn't track what was happening at our 

peer institutions and try to do better. 

Student expectations have ri en and, 

when you're paying $ 3 1 ,000 a year, 
you have the right to expect first­

rate everything." 

Standard are high. This 
year's Princeton Review Bes t 3 3 1 
Colleges guide l ist three Maine 
college ( including Colby) in 
it "be t food" l ist. M iddlebury 
i ranked for "dorms l ike pal­
aces." Bates has one of the top 

20 college radio stations and 
Will iams is c i ted for the 
popularity of its intramural 
sports program. Asso iate 

Dean of tudent Paul 
John ton ays one uni­

versity has its own math 
tutor on its own cam­
pus cable television 



channel. The tutor  does the daily problem et and take phone 
call from student who need help. 

harp new bui lding and extracurricular pr gram and ser­
vice a ide, much f the cost of doing busines over the pa t two 
decades boils down to increa es in salarie and the ollege' 
financial aid program, which together make up roughly two­

third of olby's overall operating budget. And both are central 

to the ollege' mis ion to provide superlative academics to the 

most qualified tudents, regardle of their abi l i ty to pay. 

At Colby, whi le  student charge over the past 20 years 

have i ncrea ed 46 7 percent ,  the ol lege' grant budget has 

s ared more than 600 percent,  from 1 . 5 mi l l ion to 1 0. 6  

mi l l ion. That, says Director o f  Financial Aid Lucia Whittel e y  

' 7 3 ,  dem n trate t h e  allege's "comm itment t o  need-based 

aid-that tudent hould have the opportunity to develop 

their talent to their ful l  potential ,  regardle s of their abil i ty 

to pay.  M any colleges aren't  able to meet the fu l l  need of a l l  

adm i t ted students." 

About two-thirds of Colby's student body receives financ ial 

assistance, and more than 60 percent of those students receive 

grant or loans. "We are not a 'rich k ids' college," aid Peyton 

R. Helm, vi e president for development and alumni relations. 

"Qu ite imply, a lot of Colby student wouldn't be here without 

fi nanc ial aid . "  Even though The Campaign for olby, which 

ends thi year, raised more than 3 5  mi l l ion in n w endowed 

financ ial aid fund , aid wi l l  conrinue to be a fund-raising 

priority, he said, since the scholar hip end wment at Colby 

over a mailer percenrage of the financ ial aid budget than 

tho e at better-endowed peer inst itution . 

When Kiplinger's Personal Finance Magazine rated the top 

1 0 values in private col leges in i ts eptember i ue, Colby 

ranked 77th in the nation. ( By omparison, Bowdoin wa 6 1  t 

and Bates 4th . )  As part of i ts analysi · the maga:ine u d the 

a erage indd tedne of 1 99 graduate . e pite comprehen­

sivc fee romling more than 1 1 4,0 O for the i r four year·, olby 

grad- in the Ia- of 1 99 owed onl · 1 4 ,  on average . That 

average debt i · lower than or omparable to ·e,·en of the other 

e ight E A ch ols in the "be·t ,·alue·" l t·t ,  wtth onl · 

mher·t grads owing ub-ranr iall · le:s. 

The other big ar a of bu �get increm.es '' faculry sa lane . 

Be ·ond rh fa t that salarie- throughout academe ha,·e c l imbed 

faster than the inflation rate, olby has made �a lane� a pnont\' ,  

re ogni: ing the importance of re rut t ing an� rerammg the be't 

avai lal: le s holar-tea h rs. During the 1 9�' � )!by was some­

where in th m iddl of th E A -cho,)b when t t  came (l) 

how mu h the allege paid its full  prof ssor·. wherea, com pan-
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Pres i dent W i l l i a m  Cotte r  

on for 1 99 -99 how olby at the very top m that group. 

And the faculty i not ju  t better compen ated, It 1 more 

numerou . " I t  wa an mtent ional pol tcy of the ol lege dunng 

the ' 0 and '90 to look at the �tudent-faculty rat io and to 

redu e it ,"  a id orter. "We've done j u  t that-we've heen able 

to add faculty without add ing add it ional tudent ."  

By increa ing the ize of the faculty from 1 2 5  in 1 979 to 1 9  

now and at the ame t ime maintain ing a relatively table 

student popu lation, Colby ha trimmed the tudenr-facult} 

ratio from 1 2  to one in 1 979 to i t  current level of nine to one. 

Overal l ,  the median cla ize ha dropped from 19 1 11 1 97 9  to 

its current level of 1 6. !early the change ha enhanced the 

ol lege' trad it ion of clo e faculty- tudenr col lab rat ion. I n  

1 979 t h  re were three independent major o n  campu ; I t year 

there were 1 8. 

As College budgets have ratcheted upward , facu lty a lane 

and financ ial aid accounted for mo t of the increa e . Bur, a 

Matthew M i l ler wrote in rhe ew York Time Magazine earl ter 

this year, "In mo t indu trie , competit ion cur co r . I n  htgher 

education it  park an arms race of amen it ie that rat�e them." 

"Dorm were a major con iderarion," Ju l ia lac Donald '99 

said, recall ing her compari n when dectdmg where to enrol l .  

Colby recognized rhar it  needed to catch up wtrh rhe compen­

t ion and i now in the m iddle of a 44-mil l ion renovarton 

program for all residence and din ing hall . owhere m tght the 

impact of that program be better illu trared than the rebtrth of 

Dana Hall .  Dana, con idered a purgatory-l ike entence when I 
was a tudenr-a tiny rep up from hanng a pup rent with 1 

other people-now i pri:ed for tt comfort and >pactou., lJUar­

t r . The Anrhony-M irchel l - chupf re tdence hall-, and the 

If nd Re idence omplex were built to make up for bed b,r 

in renovanon of older hall and to pu>h lb · back tll\\ ar�l 

v irtually 1 per ent of '>tudenr re>tdmg on campu,. 

A mong orher tmprovemenr' rhar helped gam a compcr it t \·e 

edge in the la:.t _ ·ear�. olby ha-,: 

(!) Doubled rhe t:e of I dler L tbraf\ and almlN mpled the 

number of t tem> 111 tt; 

0 Expanded the arhlen omplex and held, and mcre.t..,cd 

the number L)f var,tn 'P'lrt tr,lm _ to 3_ ( the mlbt 

am,mg . 'E :\ ,ch,l 1!,) :  

0 I ncrea,ed rhe number Llt  'tudenr luh �md orgam:.mon 

fwm 3 w . - ; 

0 Built the cvmputer netwvrk mtra>tru rure trvm 1 2  com­

puter rermmaJ, w more than _ ,  i computer., and wtred 

e\·er\' dorm ro)m n ampu' tor Ethernet a ce,,. 
The Llllege\ effvrr' m mforman n technology have earned 
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a spot in a l l  three Yahoo! "mo t-wired cam­
pu e " urvey , and, for students, the system 

provides an information flow unknown to 

prior generations. My c lassmate, now As-

ociate Profe sor of Economics M ichael 

Doni hue, not only posts discussion groups 

on l ine to encourage interaction out-

ide the clas room, he also taps the 

Internet for up-to-the-minute data. "l 
can have a class at 9:30 and take that 

morning' unemployment statistics 
right into the clas ," he said. "But I 

better be on my roe , because l 
know the tudents wi l l  already 

have that data a well ."  
Out ide of cia , students 

go on l ine to check which 
dining hall i offering what 
menu. And where my peer 
remember a Dance -with­
W o l v e s - t y l e  s t a m p e d e  
twice a year at regi tration, 
the process is now completed 
a lma t entirely on l ine. 

But if the arms race analogy is 
valid, how do you mea ure if Colby 
i winning i Here, roo, the number paint 
a compell ing portrait. tart with admissions. Appli-
cant increa ed from 3 ,057 srudents in 1 979 to 4,363 this year. 
In 1 979, 3 percent were accepted; in 1 999 only 32 percent 
were offered admi ion. Even more impressive are the early­
admi ion applicant numbers-201 in 1 979, 46 1 20 years later. 

Then there are the "win rates"-how often Colby won the 
tug-of-war when appl icants also were accepted at other col­
lege . In 19 9 Colby got 4 5  percent of the students also 
accepted at Bate and only nine percent of those accepted at 
Bowdoin. Thi year Colby got 70 percent of appl icants also 
accepted at Bate and 39 percent of the Bowdoin overlap 
group. During the 1 990 , olby win rate went from negative 
to po i nve \\' lth Colgate, Hamilton, Holy r and Trinity. 

Perhap the mo t compell ing tatistic , tho e that be·t 

JU nfy olby's growmg pr stige among peer in titution , are 

embod1ed m the tudent who choo e to attend the ol lege. 

Med1an combmed chola tiC Apwude Te t cores now top 

1 , 300, a oppo ed to I ,  1 00 20 year ago, and it' a decided ly 

more dl \·cr c popu lanon. In 1 979, only 2 3  percent of rhe 

rudent arne from our 1dc C\\' England ; by 1 999, nearly half 

d 1d .  Where rhcre were tudcnr from I forc1gn countnc� m 

1 979, 4 natiOn arc now repre>cnred. Fmally, rhe number of 

Atncan- Amen an,  Lanno, A 1an-Amen an and auvc 

Amen an -,rudent ha grown from 64 m 1 979 ro 249 la t year. 

De plte the ever-grO\\ mg pnce tag, olhy 1 mdeed \\' 1 11-
nmg, nlH mere!, m offenng tudenr a better, more complete 

( l 1\ ' L L 9 

educat ional experience but also in furthering 

basic goals  that the College has a lways es­

poused. " It 's important to look at the value 

of having students come to Colby who 

might otherwise not be able to attend, "  

said Whittelsey. "A d iverse student body 

enhances the education of everyone here, 

and equal  choice and access to the Col­

lege are ideas we want to support ."  
Ultimately, the question of whether 

an e d u c a t i o n  cos t i n g  more t h a n  

$ 1 00,000 is  a good b u y  is  o n e  that 

i n d i v i d u a l  fam i l ies and students  

must  wrestle with themselves. As 

Cotter acknowledges, there is  no 
s imple  yes  or no answer. What is  

c lear is that the i mpact of a dy­

namic educational and l iving en­

v ironment transcends d o l l ars 

and cents:  "At Colby, a stu­
dent has an opportunity to en­

gage in e d u c a t i o n a l  a n d  
extracurricular worlds that can 

really change them. And that's 
the choice everyone has to make 

for them e lves," Cotter said. 
The value in a Colby education is in the 

growth. Dean of Faculty Ed Yeterian says the Colby 
Plan and it 10 precepts, published every year in the cata­

logue, out! inc the College's goals, and that graduates can 

expect to leave M ayflower H i l l  with a set of broadly applicable 
skil ls that ensure their succes beyond college . ' Broadly appl i ­
cable' is perhaps be  t exempl ified by  a student who arrives 
wanting to be a lawyer but leaves with an acceptance to 
medical school and who is ful ly prepared for either. 

The shock of a $ 3 1 ,000 price tag wasn't completely dul led 
for me, despite al l  the changes for the better I saw at Colby. 
That's still a load of cash, pure and imple. But, knowing all that 
the College has accompl ished and how it ha grown for the 
better in the pa t 20 years-reading all the wonderful numbers 
and eeing the phy ical transformation of the campus for 
myself-put that expense in perspective. 

If the analogy of a war among elite colleges is accurate, and 
if one of the costs of the war i the pricetag on a Colby 
education, the victor in the conflict isn't nece arily any one 
chool who e win rate is better or whose dorms parkle the 

mo t. The winners are the students who take ful l  advantage of 
everything that chools such as olby have to offer. The price 
may he h1gh, hut it'  money well spent on those who make the 
mo t of 1 t .  

)eff \XItwrw ' 79 1 the author of  Got Money ? ( 1 999 , Amacom Books) , 
a personal fmancial plannmg guide for young people . 
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