
Minutes from Fireside Chat (taken by Ally and Manize) 
 
Prof. Rothschild 

● 4.8% increase tuition 
● Chair of BAC (for last two years) 

○ BAC is a committee of academic council that is faculty, admin staff, students -- 
meets twice a month to discuss 

○ Advisor to president -- president takes advice seriously but has no formal 
jurisdiction 

○ Conduit for info to flow between admin body and faculty body and students 
○ Put together a series of frequently asked questions (on MyWellesley) 

■ Like endowment spending policy 
● Budget, challenges, and decisions of the BAC 
● College is expensive -- for students ($70,200 fee) not the cost of an education (about 

$100,000 per student every year cost to college) -- Wellesley is not unique in this regard- 
comparable to our peers Williams and Amherst 

● 60% of costs at Wellesley is people (staff/faculty salaries, benefits) roughly half of 60% is 
faculty, other is staff 

○ Other is operating, electricity, maintenance, capital repairs 
● Rothschild taught before at Middlebury 
● Attended a town hall from provost shannon - need for $20,000,000 in 2014 (or 

$200,000,000 total budget) 
○ More realistic number: $40,000,000 

● Full need-blind policy  
○ Wellesley tends to attract financial needy students (this makes Wellesley distinct 

from other schools) 
● Acute budget crisis because we have been systematically underfunding maintenance 

needs (e.g. residence halls) 
● Putting in 6 m a year but really should have been investing 20M a year in buildings 

○ Extra 15-20 M that needs (back of the envelope calcs) that need to cover the 
ongoing maintenance needs  

○ Science Center, a more extensive of all residence halls that need it (but don’t 
have room in budget right now) 

● Fall 2015: President Bottomly: “We have been too reactive of balancing budget each 
year rather than big picture”  

○ Endowment spending policy  
○ Made two recommendations that are important and are now playing out -- stem 

from past 8-10 years of the college’s poor spending and need to reduce faculty to 
student ratio (best in country) -- we could not really borrow from buildings forever 
to pay more faculty: 

■ Reduction in size of faculty by 10% by attrition 
■ Increase of tuition comprehensive fee (we had been raising it at a lower 

rate than comparable institutions) 



○ Still in favor of need-blind -- no causal effect on students receiving financial aid  
● Nearing end of catch-up period on comprehensive fee side  

○ We have moved quickly to back fill hole we had dug 
● Voluntary retirement program -- attrition  

○ Sad when people retire who are dedicated to the institution  
○ Important to recognize from budget perspective that the retirement program was 

a great success  
■ Credit rating did not get worse after borrowing for science center rehab 

● Still not quite there from budget balance perspective 
○ At point where we are not digging ourselves into a deeper hole 

● Challenge: want Wellesley to still be great and do great things 
● Appreciate how marvelous the campus is -- so beautiful  

○ It is expensive to maintain (no modular buildings, etc) 
● Commitment for Wellesley to be accessible to all students  

○ Lean heavily on aid program to meet all financial need expressed  
● Professor Rothschild is here because he loves Wellesley and wants Wellesley to be 

successful  
 
 
Structured Questions 

● How did the College/BAC reach 4.8% increase?  
○ Two years ago: 4.5% 
○ Peer groups raised tuition more than anticipated  
○ Is it better to move quickly versus drag it out over time 

● Why Wellesley did not take the maintenance of buildings into account for budgeting 
before? 

○ The leadership team in finance office is aware of difference between gap balance 
and cash balance 

○ Wellesley was balancing their budget from a cash basis 
○ Could have been a strategic reason for this  
○ Wellesley is committed to having architecturally significant buildings that last 

forever -- hard to get money from donors  
■ Did not look like an outlier  

● Do you think that this increase in comprehensive fee could have been avoided? 
○ In period after financial crisis when other schools aggressively raised fees, 

wellesley decided to not do the same (needed to have slow increase -- might 
have been well-meaning at the time) -- but now paying for it with extra debt on 
the side  

○ In ideal world -- college is free for everyone  
■ But we live in world with limited resources  
■ Wellesley like its peer schools provides excellent value  
■ From internal audit perspective -- not sure of 70k versus another bigger 

number  



● Raise revenue from students and how will we raise revenue (even 
if we did not have budget issue we could still raise tuition to have 
more robust/generous fin. Aid system) 

● As head of BAC as well as faculty member, do you think the increase in tuition is fair? 
○ As a professor: increased fee -- Wellesley is giving a discount to every student 

(of almost 30k)  
■ Fairness perspective: higher comprehensive fee for those who can pay 

full freight  
○ Everyone is paying less than how much it costs  

■ No way to do it without having high tuition unless get huge donation 
○ Would have liked a two-tiered increase 

■ Larger increase on incoming class  
■ Incumbent smaller fees for those already students  

○ Phenomenon of higher education, rather than wellesley specific  
 

Student Questions 
● Wellesley has highest endowment per student  

○ Why are we having so many problems? 
○ Endowment spending policy: 
○ endowment grows to keep up with inflation to continue to support everything it 

supports now, perpetually, it’s also the highest per student 
○ Williams, Amherst, Swarthmore have a 50% higher endowment per student than 

us- we are somewhat under-endowed which is crazy given we have over $2B 
○ We could start drawing more from the endowment for financial aid, etc. In the 

short run it would help balance the books, but in the long run it would shrink over 
time- putting us in a deeper and deeper hole going forward 

○ Role of the policy is to serve this and all future generations instead of just 
benefitting this generation-- creating intergenerational equity 

● Where is financial aid coming from? 
○ Net tuition as ‘the thing’ instead of thinking of full tuition and financial aid as a 

cost 
○ College gets money from students + endowment, mainly 
○ Collecting money from various sources and using it for spending 
○ Average tuition collected per student is more like $40,000 (60% receiving aid of 

various amounts, rest paying full) 
 

● Trend in how much we’ve gotten from donors? 
○ No evidence of trends 

 
● Based on book keeping now, would we expect another increase in the following years? 

○ The recommendation by BAC to President two years ago is that we shouldn’t be 
towards the bottom of our peers given we compete for the same types of 
students 



○ As of this year, still below the median of our peers 
○ Would be surprising if we were still below the median next year 
○ Discussion on whether we want to be just above the median or to be on the top 

of our peer groups in terms of rankings 
○ We have room to move a little bit higher but would be surprised if the increase is 

larger than it would be this year 
● Financial aid for international students- some sort of plan to help students who thought it 

would be higher than expected? 
○ Dean John 
○ Trying to be as fair as they can 
○ Budgeted need for financial aid increase is 7.3% for next year 
○ Would want international admissions to be on par with domestic admissions- 

should be treating them symmetrically, but don’t have the financially resources to 
do that right now 

 
● Will students have to take on more loans to balance that difference? 

○ For students on financial aid, comprehensive fee has zero effect on their 
expected contributions 

○ No effect on loans 
 

● Would a worse faculty to student ratio lower our ‘status’ and ‘ranking’? 
○ There is a potential for that  
○ Basic BAC calculations post 2006 moved us out in front of other schools which 

helped us in the ranking- but that was not affordable 
○ Having established our #3 spot- being on par with Williams and Amherst will not 

drive us down 
○ High ranking is good for attracting more students 
○ Anything we change is going to be less than desirable, cutting off on something is 

going to involve a trade-off 
○ Reducing size of faculty was the least bad option 

 
● Has the BAC talked about what the renovations will look like? 

○ When something is fully funded from a donor, it is actually fully funded from a 
donor 

○ Finance office is on board with this 
○ Changed budgeting model to make sure we get hard costs in the beginning, e.g. 

final price for Science Center renovation was $10 million over budget, initially 
○ This is going to be less of an issue, but people should continue holding trustees 

and administration accountable  
 

● For those studying abroad, confusion with where the money is going- e.g. paying for a 
meal plan even if they aren’t here. Where is the money going? No one seems to know 

○ Don’t know the accounting for that 



○ Different colleges have different approaches for studying abroad 
○ Wellesley still charges full comprehensive fee regardless of where they go 

abroad 
○ Possibly, Cristiano Graves in OIS Department 
○ One of the things you can do is put it on the Budget FAQ blog 
○ Perhaps this is one of the things folks in the administration are interested in fixing  

 
● With the 4.8% increase in comprehensive fees, how much revenue will Wellesley 

actually be bringing in? 
○ Some of the financial aid increase (7.3%) means the college can’t actually 

manage the revenue from the incoming class 
○ Ballpark for comprehensive fee effect- 60% of students are on financial aid and 

are effectively harmless, except all students not on aid get the full 4.8% increase 
 

● Even though we’re near the median compared to our peers, but our meal plan is the 
highest compared to the others/all students are forced onto the boarding plan- are there 
any new numbers on that? 

○ We have relatively high costs of dining services 
○ For a typical student who would be buying a meal plan anyway, a comprehensive 

fee is the right thing to look at 
○ If our meal plan is high, that means our tuition is lower 
○ To Wellesley’s credit, we have two strong unions on campus which is good from 

a social perspective, more bargaining power- the folks in the dining services for 
example 

○ Paying the union means there is more of a price to pay for that union 
○ Nature of the wage distribution 
○ We have a decentralized dining situation compared to others and have a variety 

compared to others 
 

● In terms of budget issues at other colleges, have they been facing similar constraints? 
How are they approaching their issues? 

○ Colleges don’t like to share underbelly of their data 
○ There are other schools with similar or worse financial difficulties than us 
○ 50% less on the endowment revenue compared to Williams, Amherst, 

Swarthmore but have more socioeconomically diverse student body 
○ More expensive to build, hire people, etc. in this area  
○ Relative to places ranked lower than us- we are not in terrible shape 
○ But compared to those in our peer group- we have a little bit more work to do 

 
● Do you think the increase in costs affects the socioeconomic diversity of the applicant 

pool? 
○ Guess is, no 



○ Financial aid office pays a lot of attention to: the middle class for Wellesley (not 
the same as middle class for the world) 

○ A lot of variance across particular financial situations- but in America, around top 
5% is where financial aid phases out 

○ It’s not about unaffordability in that range, at the low end- it’s the cheapest option, 
at the high end- it doesn’t matter that much, in the middle- not much we can do 
than get a large gift to give people in that middle range 

○ Middlebury draws a lot of its students from elite/private schools- different from 
us-- maybe it’s not a deliberate choice but a self-sustaining equilibrium 

○ A school can choose where to send their recruiters- can send more of their 
recruiters to elite schools- it would affect the applicant pool 

 
● We raise our comprehensive fee at a rate slower compared to our peers, how/why? 

○ There are lots of things we want to spend money on, but what we were choosing 
to do when we were falling behind was to give more of a discount to students 
compared to our peers 

○ It would be great if Wellesley were free for everyone, but the BAC thought it was 
not good to prioritize that relative to fixing buildings 

 
 
 
 


