State of the University—Reunion 2006

Daniel F. Sullivan—June 3, 2006

A warm and hearty welcome to you all to this special sesquicentennial reunion celebration!  I am completely confident that this is the largest gathering of St. Lawrence alumni in one place ever.  There is nothing more pleasing to the eye of a St. Lawrence president than seeing you all here.

What a daunting thing it is to try to summarize the “state of the University” in its sesquicentennial year.  The simple answer, of course, is “New York!”  But alas, that won’t do.  What should be the benchmarks?  A comparison to what our founders in 1856 imagined might be possible 150 years later?  Or to what each of you alumni in the audience today imagined the future of the University might be when you graduated?  Or what I imagined the University today might look like when I agreed to become its 17th president ten years ago?

Chartered by the State of New York on April 3, 1856, founded as “a candle in the wilderness that will never be extinguished,” 150 years later we are a powerful beacon—the strong and confident university you see today—dedicated to liberal education of the very highest quality.  Just as our founders could in no way imagine the University of today, neither could I as I graduated 41 years ago, or even could I with any great accuracy imagine it when I became president ten years ago.

So let me try a simple way of organizing my remarks.  I’m going to give you my sense of the state of the University today in three areas:

1. Educational Outcomes:  What is our mission and what are our educational goals?  What evidence do we have that we are accomplishing them?  Do we have any evidence that we are accomplishing them any better than other colleges?  Do we have the faculty resources to deliver a liberal education of real excellence?
2. Students:  Are we attracting to St. Lawrence students ready, through academic preparation and personal motivation and commitment, to take optimal advantage of what we have to offer?  Are we in demand?  Do great students want to come here to study?  How do we compare in these regards to other selective liberal arts colleges?
3. Financial strength and adequacy of physical assets:  Do we have the financial strength and physical assets to deliver the kind of education our mission and goals envisage?  How have we changed in these regards in the last decade?  How do we compare to other selective liberal arts colleges?
I’m going to try to do all of this tightly and concisely.
Educational Outcomes

I begin with mission, goals, and educational outcomes.  Our primary task at St. Lawrence, clearly articulated in our mission statement, is “to provide an inspiring and demanding undergraduate education in the liberal arts to students selected for their seriousness of purpose and intellectual promise.”  Right away that tells you several critically important things:

· We are committed to “inspiring” students, not just exposing them to new fields and ideas.

· We are “demanding,” because we know that if you have high expectations of students they will achieve great things.

· We are in the business of “undergraduate” education, so our whole focus is on undergraduate students, not graduate students or research.

· The education we provide is “in the liberal arts.”  It is not professional education, or technical education, or vocational education—it is education for a life, education that inspires students to be lifelong learners, education that prepares students to make a difference in a wide array of careers, education that encourages students to find meaning in what they do, and to better understand the great issues and questions that are at the center of the quest to be a learned, educated person.  

· We are selective.  We seek students who are serious of purpose because we believe that the rich array of opportunities for learning and growth St. Lawrence provides should be reserved for those students who are prepared to engage us deeply.  

Our mission statement is short—what I read to you is the whole thing—but the words have been selected carefully, and they convey much about who we are.

From that mission statement flows a set of goals for our students, which include:  “breadth, depth and integration in learning,” . . . . . . .  “the cultivation of those habits of intellectual and moral self-discipline that distinguish a mature individual,” . . . . . . . fostering “in students an open, inquiring and disciplined mind, well informed through broad exposure to basic areas of knowledge; an enthusiasm for life-long learning; self-confidence and self-knowledge; a respect for differing opinions and for free discussion of those opinions; and an ability to use information logically and to evaluate alternative points of view.”
  

Assessing our, and our students’ achievement of such goals is a daunting task, and we have engaged it in the last several years with high energy and seriousness of purpose.  I can’t possibly summarize all of what we know in a few moments.  Here are some examples:

· When comparing student self-assessments on their first day at St. Lawrence with identical assessments near the end of spring semester senior year, our seniors in 2005 showed strong gains in intellectual self-confidence, writing ability, public speaking ability, computer skills, self-understanding, leadership ability, and social self-confidence; gains, but not strong gains, in creativity and understanding of others; no change in artistic ability and spirituality; and decreased mathematical ability (those who took mathematics courses in college showed strong gains, while students who took no mathematics courses slid backward in their self-estimate of mathematical ability).

· Our seniors’ scores on these self-assessments compare well with the scores of seniors graduating in 2005 from our comparison group of 25 highly selective liberal arts colleges (which includes such institutions as Bates, Bucknell, Carleton, Colby, Denison, Hamilton, Macalester, Middlebury, and Wooster).  From 1990 to 2005, our seniors showed meaningful gains in their self-assessments on such dimensions as “acquiring new skills and knowledge on their own,” “thinking analytically and logically,” “writing effectively,” and “communicating well orally.”
These self-assessments—and I want to stress that they are self-assessments—are just one example of multiple forms of assessment in which we engage in order to see if our educational goals for students are being achieved.  They have the virtues of allowing comparisons of St. Lawrence seniors over a long period of time and allowing comparisons with other liberal arts colleges.  They have the weakness of not being direct measures of goal-achievement.  But the patterns in these data are reassuring because they square with what our faculty see in our students—strengths and weaknesses—in their direct classroom experiences.  St. Lawrence is clearly in the ballgame with the best liberal arts colleges in America, these data suggest, as we pursue the educational outcomes I have outlined.


What about faculty?  Do we have the faculty resources we need to pull off the kind of excellence in liberal education we are pursuing?  Here too we have data comparing St. Lawrence faculty to the faculties of our comparison group institutions.  What we know is that the faculties at all of our comparison group colleges are teaching in ways that involve more class discussion, more group projects, more intensive writing assignments and evaluation methods, and more collaborative learning.  What we know also is that, nationally, use of these approaches to teaching and learning produces greater gains in oral and written expression, and greater gains in in-depth knowledge of subject areas.  And what we know further is that St. Lawrence faculty members use these approaches to teaching and learning to a greater extent than the faculties at our comparison group institutions.  We know too that St. Lawrence faculty members, while as productive of scholarly research as their peers in our comparison group of institutions (you can see their published books in a special section of the bookstore), are at the same time more deeply committed to the teaching and learning goals we have for our students.  We have a highly competitive student/faculty ratio of 11:1, and we have a great faculty, committed to engaging in best practices in liberal education.  We are very, very lucky.
Students

Let me talk now for a bit about our students and report on the incoming class that will arrive in August.  

· They were selected from an all-time high 3192 applicants, of whom 59% were accepted for admission.

· 650 accepted students deposited, for an overall yield of 36%.  23% of the class were accepted early decision.  We expect 600-610 will be here for matriculation in August.

· 46% of the incoming class are men (and, obviously, 54% are women)—historically, we have a higher percentage of men than our competitor liberal arts colleges, but maybe we are moving closer to them.

· 16% are North Country students (roughly the same for the last decade) and perhaps another 16% are from the “North Countries” or Vermont, New Hampshire, and Maine.
· 11.2% are U. S. minority students and 5% are international students.  In three out of the last four years our percentage of U. S. minority students in the incoming class has been above 11%, almost double what it was a decade ago, bringing us squarely into the mainstream in this regard.
· 130 applicants for admission were children of alumni—the highest number for at least a decade and perhaps ever.  50 members of the incoming class are children of alumni—again the highest for a least a decade and perhaps ever.  

· Average high school gpa was 89.2, the highest in a decade and probably for a much longer time 

· Median SAT was 1200, with 54% submitting SAT’s (compared to 95% last year prior to our going standardized test optional).  Our goal has been to stress high school performance and the rigor of the high school curriculum in admissions because they are the best predictors of college success, so we like that high school gpa increase.

Our students are getting stronger, more serious of purpose, and more diverse.  That diversity, we know from research, brings additional educational gains for our students.  

And we are one of a small number of selective liberal arts colleges that enrolls a truly diverse student body socio-economically:  21% of St. Lawrence students are recipients of federal Pell Grants—grants that go to students from families with incomes in the lowest quartile in America.  This 21% contrasts with 4% at Washington and Lee, 7% at Davidson, 9% at Colby, 9% at Bates, 9% at Middlebury, 10% at Colgate, and so on.  In America today students from the highest family income quartile but the lowest academic ability and high school performance quartile have the same probability of attending and completing college as students from the highest ability and high school performance quartile and the lowest family income quartile.  This degree of inequality of access to higher education is a national disgrace; our wealthier liberal arts college competitors are contributing to that national disgrace; our goal at St. Lawrence, as it has been throughout our history, is to be—as one alumnus from the Class of 1956 said at our home the other night—the university of opportunity.


Our students are not perfect.  If they were, why would they need us!  What they are is truly worthy of the effort we and they put into the project of their education in the liberal arts, into the launching of their lives of learning.
Financial Strength and Adequacy of Physical Assets

Let me turn last to the question of our financial strength and the adequacy of our physical facilities and assets.  There is no sense denying to this group that a decade ago St. Lawrence was losing ground financially and in its facilities in comparison to other top liberal arts colleges.  We were a turnaround project.  I’m here to tell you today that we are headed in the right direction, that we are back, fueled by a resource base that is increasingly strong but never to be taken for granted, confident that we can achieve great things with and for our students:

· Our endowment stands today at about $250 million, fully recovered and significantly ahead of where it was prior to the recession of 2000.  Income from our endowment is absolutely critical to our ability to provide our students what they need.

· We have moved from being in the bottom quartile in annual total cash fund raising results relative to our comparison group to nearly the top quartile.  This year we anticipate—knock on wood—our very best fund raising year ever, with cash gifts in excess of $20 million.  Having completed Campaign St. Lawrence on December 31 of 2002 with a final gift total of $132 million, we were hard at work on the quiet phase of our next campaign on January 1, 2003.  We will go public with this new campaign in October.  Gifts and pledges totaling almost $73 million have been received in the quiet phase, with trustee gift commitments of nearly $42 million toward the $50 million goal they have set for themselves.  St. Lawrence alumni, parents and friends have been unbelievably generous to this place, motivated by the desire to ensure that the magic we make with our students today can continue long into the future.  I am very confident of our ability to keep our fund raising effort and results at a very high level going forward.  You will all see wonderful evidence of that in a moment.
· On the facilities front, when the Johnson Hall of Science is completed in the summer of 2007, we will have invested $180 million in facilities and technology in a decade.  The campus has been transformed in every area, from academic facilities to residential facilities to facilities essential for our co-curricular and extra-curricular programs.  That work is not yet done—we have 1.8 million square feet of space on 1,000 acres, and in my nightmares grass is growing everywhere out of control, tent caterpillars are eating all of the trees and dropping on my remarks at outdoor commencements, and the buildings are always unpainted and roofs leaking—but St. Lawrence University, here in Canton, New York, is now a destination for great students who want to experience that very special culture that is St. Lawrence, that culture that you are here recalling with each other today.
Conclusion

So, what is the state of the university?  Every day there is more to do; nothing is ever totally right; but we are absolutely determined to get as close to “totally right” as humanly possible.  And we have made remarkable, permanent progress that has had and will have, going forward, a fundamental and deep impact on some of best students you can find anywhere in America—our students at St. Lawrence.

Thank you so much for being here today in our sesquicentennial year, for being who you are, and for your faith in us and your support for what we do!
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