
The recent and abrupt downturn in the economy has proved to be a challenge for many people.  Job losses, pay cuts, and diminished investments are realities being faced across the country.  Members of the St. Olaf community, too, are feeling the effects of the economic fallout.  Many St. Olaf students and their families are struggling as they try to balance pressing financial constraints with the desire to receive a St. Olaf education.  In reporting on how the economic downturn is affecting current St. Olaf students, the Board of Regents Student Committee hopes to illuminate the challenges, obstacles, and unexpected twists the state of the economy has had as Oles strive to manage their finances, pay tuition, and search for jobs.  It is our goal to provide a backdrop informing you, the Board of Regents, of the realities students are facing as you make decisions affecting the economic health and well-being of the college.
Economics on the Hill

 

Does the economic crisis affect life on the Hill?  If so, in what ways?  These were the questions BORSC sought to answer as we worked to compile this report.  To obtain an informed understanding of how the current economic conditions affect students’ lives at St. Olaf, BORSC created an online survey for the student body so that they could share their experiences and opinions with us.  670 students, approximately one-fifth of the student body, shared their experiences of how the economy is affecting their everyday lives at St. Olaf, their ability to pay for college, and their efforts in the job and internship market.  Additionally, BORSC met with Michael Kyle, Vice President and Dean of Enrollment and Kathy Ruby, Assistant Vice President of Enrollment and Dean of Financial Aid, to learn how the administration views the changing economic condition of students.  Finally, representatives from the Center for Experiential Learning shared information about how St. Olaf students are faring in the job market.

When asked if the economy was affecting their daily life at St. Olaf, over eighty percent of students responded affirmatively.  Many students are nervous about their ability to pay for college.  Furthermore, many students have become more conscious of budgeting and reducing luxuries.  Some survey responses indicated that students who work in off-campus jobs are working more hours and time spent studying has taken a hit.  Additionally, students are taking advantage of the resources that St. Olaf has to offer that they might not have looked to before; some of these money saving techniques include checking out movies from the library in lieu of going to a movie theater, and taking advantage of free student government-sponsored entertainment events rather than going to off campus events.  One student says she observes:

 

…friends struggling to make ends meet.  Social activities are VERY low-budget, so they are relying on Olaf for food (using all Caf meals rather than ordering pizza) and entertainment (going to free on-campus entertainment such as plays and concerts).  Also, they are trying to work much more (e.g., at home on breaks) to make money.  In addition, some friends have decided not to study abroad because they don't have enough money to spare.  That's a real bummer.  Another interesting observation: a friend introduced me to a nursing major the other day, saying that, "he is one of those people who will actually have a job after graduation."  And we're only sophomores. 

 

At the same time, many students still feel insulated from the headlines they read over breakfast: 

 

Once I leave here it will probably become much more significant, but the St. Olaf bubble is pretty much saving me from thinking about it much at this point.
 

Some students are taking initiative to learn how to fend for themselves. Professor Mary Emery taught a personal finance course over last interim that attracted a large range of students.  Within the class, students examined whether it was possible to live in the Twin Cities making $35,000 a year.  She noted that unlike other years, students were less concerned with factoring in "premium cable channels" and other luxuries.  Students instead focused more on the necessities.  One recurring theme was the danger of borrowing money for purchases that do not appreciate in value.

 

The state of the economy is also affecting the makeup of the incoming class.  According to Michael Kyle, the economic downturn has created an array of contradictions, most notably in the kind of students who apply to St. Olaf.  He noted that there has been an increase of students who applied to St. Olaf who also applied to high-ranked liberal arts schools and an increase in students who also applied large state universities.  This could be because St. Olaf is a cheaper alternative to a more expensive private school or students want a cheaper state-school as a back up.  Early decision applicants doubled, but more students in this year’s Early Decision pool backed out of this binding commitment due to financial uncertainty.  It should be noted that additional confusion regarding Early Decision existed this year with the college’s elimination of Early Action and challenges caused by changes in how the Common Application allows for students to submit parts of the application, including the Early Decision agreement form.  Consequently, there has been an increased emphasis by the college to classify St. Olaf as an "enduring value" college, making these personal financial sacrifices seem worthwhile despite the economic limitations of prospective students and their families. 

Students at St. Olaf are starting to feel the effects of the economic recession.  It is very apparent that the impact is being felt by students on a personal level; this is signified by a reduction in spending money and a lack of summer jobs.  While these economic repercussions may seem to be manageable now, most students have noted real concern regarding their ability to make future ends meet while attending St. Olaf.
Paying for Tuition

Students who receive financial assistance from friends and family are anxious about the security of their assistance.  Speaking with Kathy Ruby, BORSC learned that the Financial Aid Department has seen an increase in requests for readjusted financial aid packages for continuing students.  Yet, Ruby said this may be because students and their families are looking for ways to make college more affordable and thus are more aware that they can now make these requests.  Even though more students may be asking for more financial aid, the department has not seen an increase of students leaving St. Olaf for financial reasons.  At the same time, it is difficult to gauge how financial issues and financial aid packages are deterring prospective students from enrolling at St. Olaf.  Often families who feel their financial aid packages do not meet their demonstrated need do not enroll and their voices remain unheard.
Due to the recent economic downfall, a number of students are experiencing a change in their financial status.  The range of impacts that the economic situation has on students is dynamic; some students have parents losing jobs, other students are unable to find employment themselves, and some students are barely affected at all.  Survey results indicated that the overwhelming majority of students share their tuition expenses with their parents and family members.  Importantly, a significant portion of these expenses are covered by measures such as loans, jobs, and trust funds, which have all felt the impact of the recession. 
One survey question addressed how the economic crisis is affecting students’ ability to pay tuition.  Not surprisingly, the majority of responses we received indicated that it is becoming more difficult to come up with needed funds.  Most students feel that they are capable of paying in the short term, but financial habits of students and their families were often reported as altered.  A recurring theme among the responses was that students and their families are expecting to have a hard time paying back loans and that they will be indebted for a longer period of time, post-graduation, than they initially expected.  Additionally, a few surveyed students mentioned the need to cut short their St. Olaf experience in order to obtain a degree.  For example, one student noted: 

I'm seriously planning on graduating a semester early to save $20,000 because I don't think it's worth it to pay.  Also, I am no longer planning on studying abroad for a semester because it's way too expensive on top of St. Olaf tuition.  

Following this logic, some surveyed students reported taking classes solely to fulfill GE and major requirements in order to finish St. Olaf as soon as possible, thereby losing the opportunity to take elective classes and experience the full measure of a liberal arts education.  
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Student perspectives regarding their ability to pay tuition both contrast and parallel much of what we gathered from college officials.  Although there have been a significant number of families requesting financial aid package readjustments, the financial aid office has received fewer concerned phone calls and appeals than expected in such a turbulent economic environment.  In fact, many of the financial characteristics of this year’s graduating class remain unchanged from last year.  For instance, the average indebtedness (approximately $25,000) for the class of 2008 is similar to that of 2007.  Additionally, the financial aid office has not seen an increase in loan requests; however, as noted by Kathy Ruby and many students, some families and individual students may be seeking private loans or refinancing personal assets to help meet tuition payments.  One student echoed such a concern:

“I had to take out more loans than planned and my parents' retirement funds are gone… I am also planning on finding some way to defer my loans until the economy is more stable (meaning when I actually have a means for paying them off).”
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While this perspective seems to be more extreme than what the financial aid office is seeing, it is important to note that the financial aid office often is only informed of what students and their parents report to them through financial aid documents.  There is no accurate way to assess whether students or their families are making changes to their personal finances.  Therefore, while the financial aid office is attempting to ascertain what changes are being made on the part of individual families, many of these changes are left unaccounted for.  

Additional issues are varied and complex.  While students’ habits may be changing due to the economic situation, the level of concern over the financial crisis and its emotional toll on student’s and their families is difficult to quantify. As one student responded:

“It makes me feel very guilty to know my family is having trouble paying for food and then going to the cafeteria and eating as much as I need.  It makes it hard to concentrate while studying, and I can’t do some things other students can because of money.” 

Remembering that a majority of students work with their parents to pay tuition, it comes as no surprise that many survey respondents also note a strain in the their relationships with their parents regarding financial matters.  As one student notes, “In general, my parents are under more stress, and it can be difficult to deal with a strained relationship at a distance.”
Fundamentally, students have at least some level of concern about either paying for tuition now or paying off loans after graduation: “Saving money is more of an issue.  I know my education is worth the debt I will have, but the financial crisis will increase that debt.”  
From Oles to Employees
In light of the economic recession, BORSC also sought to illustrate how the financial downturn has and will affect the job market for soon-to-be St. Olaf graduates and returning students.  The National Association for Colleges and Employers (NACE) published a report detailing the state of the job market for 2009 and its impact on recent college graduates.  According to a survey conducted by NACE in August 2008, employers were predicting an increase in hiring of 6.1 for the Class of 2009.  However, when the employers were polled once again in October 2008, the projected hiring of recent graduates was reduced to 1.3 percent.  NACE predicted unemployment for recent graduates with bachelor’s degrees will increase to 4.1 percent from the current 3.4 percent.  On March 12, 2009, the Star Tribune addressed the issue of the college graduate unemployment and noted that many service organizations and graduate programs have seen dramatic increases in the number of applicants as compared to previous years. 

It is apparent that the current economic situation provides an added challenge for recent St. Olaf graduates as they attempt to make post-graduate plans.  According to Center for Experiential Learning at St. Olaf, of the Class of 2008, 34% of students attended graduate or professional school, 7% went into a full-time service program, and 48.6% sought full time employment.  While the numbers for the Class of 2009 are not yet available, the Center for Experiential Learning reports a trend of increased interest in continuing education and service.  This trend is not restricted to St. Olaf as most service organizations have seen an increase in applicants, notably Americorps, whose applicants have increased by 400 percent (Star Tribune 3/12/2009).  
Members of the Class of 2009 have expressed concern and anxiety as a result of prospective lack in job availability and increased competitiveness of both graduate/professional school and service organizations.  Says one senior: 

“My post-graduation plans have not changed in light of the current economic situation.  I have accepted a position as Director of Music at a church in Excelsior and I am waiting to hear back from several AmeriCorps programs.  I've heard that AmeriCorps has received many more applications this year because of the troubled job market, so I am a bit nervous about AmeriCorps being more competitive than I expected, but I'm fairly confident that I will get a position in one of the programs for which I've applied.  Though I am doing well, I do not have many other senior friends with jobs lined up for next year. I'm very thankful for mine.”

While some students in our survey did not say their own plans had changed since the recession, many expressed concern for friends. A majority of survey responses stated that the job market has changed noticeably and finding a job is not becoming any easier.  Many students expressed that they would be settling for lower pay or employment that was not initially anticipated: “I don't expect to find a good job right away” says a senior student.  Overall, it appears that the graduating class is experiencing the ripples of a changing economic climate.

In addition to responses regarding post-graduation job searches, many undergraduate students expressed concern towards prospects of summer work.   Some students claimed to have no luck finding jobs, despite their best efforts, and others cited having no problems.  Of the students who did not have trouble, many were being rehired by previous jobs, although some said pay cuts and hour cuts have been made.  Even students who were able to acquire summer jobs noted they have seen others struggling to find work.  With unemployment rates rising, students have claimed that applying for jobs is much more competitive.  Some summer positions are being filled with people who already have college degrees, making it difficult for undergraduates to compete.  Similar trends were noted with internships. Students report finding internships, especially paid internships, has been difficult.  

For those students who do have questions or concerns regarding their vocational or employment prospects in the current economy, St. Olaf has the Center for Experiential Learning (CEL).  The CEL is the primary vehicle for communicating about and connecting St. Olaf students with post-college opportunities.  The CEL operates in three primary categories; post-graduate employment, graduate school, and post-graduate full time service.  Using the campus wide e-mail, the CEL serves to organize and notify students of opportunities such as fairs and on-campus recruiting sessions.  The CEL also provides workshops on topics ranging from “resume writing” to “tapping into the Hidden Job Market”.  In addition to organizing events and workshops, the CEL maintains availability for individual appointments that address student concerns regarding their futures and vocational interests.  About 89% of the Class 2008 used at least one of the CEL’s many resources. In the current economic climate, the task of connecting students with alumni in their field of interest has become a focus amongst the CEL’s operations.  With the current state of the economy, the CEL’s proactive approach in addressing student needs and making its services available to students has been of preeminent importance on campus.
Conclusion
Through the illumination of how the economic turmoil is affecting current St. Olaf students in terms of personal habits, paying for tuition, and finding employment, BORSC hopes to have highlighted the complexity of this issue as it relates to students’ personal and intimate lives and relationships, particularly with their families.  There is not one opinion or range of emotions regarding this issue, yet a general sense of uneasiness and unpredictability does seem to permeate students’ realities at St. Olaf.  While most students are still able to make ends meet, BORSC would like to remind the Board of Regents to remain as sensitive and in tune with student needs and apprehensions as possible.  While sacrifices are being made by many students and their families in order to receive a St. Olaf education, there are limits to many families’ ability to sacrifice.  As you, the Board of Regents, consider decisions of economic and fiscal significance, BORSC urges you to bear in mind these realities.
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