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The St. Olaf “Feel”

In spring 2008, President David R. Anderson approached the Board of Regents Student Committee searching for input regarding the college’s future.  From this discussion, the question emerged: If you came back to St. Olaf in ten years, how would you know you were at St. Olaf despite the various changes that may have occurred?

With reference to “The Next Ten Years” document, BORSC began to examine this question hoping to be able to identify key aspects of the St. Olaf culture in order for the Board of Regents to be conscious of the full depth and breadth of St. Olaf’s identity.  

With a goal of gathering an array of responses from individuals who have ties to St. Olaf, four different methods of collecting opinion were employed by BORSC.  To collect opinions from current students, BORSC held a student panel with randomly invited students to discuss their opinions concerning their own personal St. Olaf experiences.  Additionally, cards were distributed as BORSC hosted tours of Regents Hall to graduating seniors last spring asking for opinions concerning their past four years at St. Olaf.  

BORSC further sought the opinion of alumni through the use of an online newsletter.  These questions asked for alumni feedback on their most memorable St. Olaf experiences.  Professors, whom BORSC identified as “keepers of the culture” at St. Olaf were questioned through a faculty e-mail alias and were asked why they chose to teach at St. Olaf College.  

From these various and wide-ranging responses, BORSC sought to identify specific, recurring themes that emerged.  Repeatedly, the sense of community at St. Olaf was emphasized as were the various ways in which it is lived out: in the residence halls, in communal gathering places: Fireside, Buntrock, Stav Hall, Boe Chapel.  Other commonly noted aspects included an intimate student body size that allowed for the nurturing of close relationships among students, faculty, and staff; a commitment to excellence which encompassed academics as well as “green” technologies; a College of the Church in which meaningful conversations about faith and vocation are encouraged but not forced; and numerous opportunities for learning and growth beyond the classroom such as study abroad programs and extracurricular activities.
Understanding the culture of an institution is highly important in any circumstance.  Now, however, with considerations of reducing the enrollment size of St. Olaf at hand, this question is particularly relevant.  New ideas can be both refreshing and revitalizing and BORSC encourages constructive dialog in this regard.  At the same time, there are unique values and ideals that make St. Olaf unique and distinct from other liberal arts colleges.  Using these cultural aspects as a point of reference, the remainder of this report will focus on how a reduced student body size will affect student life in three specific aspects: the profile of the student body and the perception of St. Olaf within and outside of the community; academic life; and residence life.

The Student Profile

The discussion of a smaller student body in the “Next Ten Years” document has potentially complex effects.  This section will focus on how these changes would affect the perception of the school by both current students and those outside of the college.  Analysis of how this change could potentially affect the diversity of the student body will also be discussed.  

BORSC informally surveyed a portion of the student body via an e-mail survey in which they were asked their opinions on the perception of St. Olaf.  We further inquired into students’ thoughts about St. Olaf becoming a smaller school as well as concerns about a potential change in the profile of the student body.
 
From this survey emerged two significant findings.  While there were several concerns addressing how racial diversity would be affected, it was not a primary issue that students felt would arise from a reduction in size assuming that the current percentages could be maintained or enhanced.  Preserving economic diversity, however, was a concern that was repeatedly raised. Questions about whether the college would continue to have enough revenue for financial aid and other costs were also frequently voiced.  Additionally, the fear that a decrease in the number of students would force the school to dramatically raise tuition was expressed by students.  The promotion of diversity in all forms, especially economic, appeared to be a central issue on student’s minds when discussing a reduction or increase in the enrollment size of the college. 

Changing the size of the college will have a potential impact on how St. Olaf is perceived by alumni, other schools, prospective students, and current students.  A decrease may give the appearance of the school becoming more selective due to the fact that applicants are increasing and enrollment is decreasing.  When asked if the size of St. Olaf was a positive or negative factor when deciding to come here, many students cited the current small size as a central aspect in their choice of St. Olaf.  Thus, decreasing the size further would not significantly change how St. Olaf is marketed to prospective students, nor would it change the college experience that current students anticipate having at St. Olaf. 

The “Next Ten Years” document highlights a completely residential campus as a benefit of the decreased student body.  In our survey, BORSC found an overwhelmingly negative sentiment towards this idea.  One student went so far as to say that becoming completely residential would be the “worst possible decision the college and residence life could make.”  Most students felt that the current situation was suitable for all, as most students preferred to live on campus with only the small minority who chose to live off campus doing so.  As one student put it into perspective, “isn’t 96% enough?”  It seems that even though almost all students prefer to live on campus, they like to know that they have the option, and that the choice is left up to them. 

We found that in general students agreed with the reduction in incoming class sizes.  To many students, it seemed to represent a very small difference in the make-up of the campus.  Many noted that it “wasn’t a noticeable number” or a “noticeable reduction” in students.  However, while most supported the decrease in size, it was for different reasons than the administration.  Many students supported the decrease on the grounds that it would reduce crowding on campus, both in residence halls and public spaces. There also was the misconception that a reduction in the number of students would decrease class sizes.  While the motives of the administration and the student body may differ regarding why a reduction in enrollment size is ideal, consensus around the basic premise remains.
Academic Life

BORSC would also like to highlight the positive outcomes that an enrollment reduction would have on academic life at St. Olaf.  These benefits include continuing the tradition of close relationships between St. Olaf students and faculty, a lower student to faculty ratio, and the further improvement of national rankings. 

In 2008, St. Olaf leapt seven spots in the U.S News college rankings taking the institution to number 47 among liberal arts colleges in nation.  With other academic factors remaining in tact, enrolling 200 less students, while maintaining the same amount of faculty, is likely to play a role in the maintenance and improvement St. Olaf’s preeminence as a top liberal arts school and as an institution that values a close-knit community.

St. Olaf also improved its selectivity rating by seventeen points in 2008. The college acceptance rate dropped from a percentage in the mid-60’s to 54 percent.  Lowering the number of students on campus while assuming that the same number of students apply for admission, the college could be expected to again move up in rankings.

As previously noted in the investigation of campus culture, one of the top reasons prospective students choose St. Olaf is the community that is found on campus, not only among students, but also between students and faculty. Most student-to-faculty relationships are formed not only during class time, but also during office hours and independent studies in which students and faculty are able to interact on a more personal level.  Although taking away 200 students across campus would not have a significant effect on most class sizes, more time would be allowed for students to visit with faculty during office hours and offer more opportunities for independent projects and research.

A reduction in the student population would also allow for more time for students to meet with their advisors and allow faculty advisors to be able to further assist individual students.  With a potential increase in science majors, advisors in the sciences may become overextended with a larger number of advisees.  An enrollment reduction would give much-needed relief to strained departments, permitting advisors to spend more time guiding students to their future goals. 

Residence Life


St. Olaf is, of course, more than an academic experience; a student is intensely immersed in the college both inside and outside the classroom.  From the cafeteria to the library, from athletics to the residence halls students learn that education occurs all around them.  As the possibility of a change in student population here at St. Olaf is discussed, BORSC would also like to focus on the place where students call home: their residence hall. 

Hall events, socializing, meeting new people, and hanging out with friends are all part of living in a residence hall.  In a recent survey of 850 St. Olaf students,
 eighty-eight percent felt that their residence life experience positively affected their social interactions with their fellow students.  This opinion has a fairly equal representation of all class years.  Furthermore, in talking with Vice President and Dean of Enrollment, Michael Kyle, BORSC found that surveys from the past two years have shown that incoming students are satisfied with the quality of dorm life in comparison to the college’s top ten competitors.  Information from the 2007-2008 and 2008-2009 Admitted Student Questionnaire highlights that residence halls have been rated satisfactory by prospective students.  Furthermore, “quality of residence halls” has not been a determining factor in an accepted student’s decision to enroll at St. Olaf.  
With the increase of incoming class sizes, there is a concern that there will not be enough space available to meet the expectations of upperclassmen.  If these needs are not meet, there may be an increasing number of students who desire to live off campus.  In our survey and in a discussion with Associate Dean and Director of Residence Life, Pamela McDowell we found that to some extent this increase is already occurring.  According to our survey, 27.3% of student would like to live off campus at some point, another 34.9% are unsure whether off campus housing is right for them, still 34.7% do not want to live off campus in the future.  According to this data, just over a quarter of the student population should be a applying to live off campus every year, yet this is not case.  Instead, it can be inferred that students are simply protective of their ability to live off campus and regard having a choice in the matter as highly important.  With such a large percentage of students considering living off campus, even if not actively, this shows that upperclassmen have reservations about the current residence hall situation.  

Since St. Olaf is primarily a residential campus, there is a strong desire by administrators to reduce the number of student living off campus.  From the student standpoint, however, there are two major reasons why living off campus would be considered: independence and financial cost.  Many upperclassmen feel restricted by the rules and options available on campus.   As young adults they feel they are mature and responsible enough to live independently and make decisions for themselves.  One ongoing example which restricts independence on campus is the recent change in hours that halls are locked.  The policy has changed so that residence halls are only unlocked from 7 a.m. to 8 p.m.  Additionally, according to Associate Dean McDowell, a 24 hour lock policy is being considered.  Although these changes are being cited for safety reasons, students feel that this policy is contradictory to the honor code which all students live by on campus and decreases their independence.  
The second reason students choose to live off campus is because they feel it is a cheaper option.  What these students come to understand, however, is that St. Olaf’s room and board is an all inclusive package.  It takes careful budgeting to make off campus living a less expensive option.  
Recommendation
Keeping in mind the issues and concerns of preserving diversity and our unique perception as an intensely residential liberal arts college of the church, the Board of Regents Student Committee would support the Board’s pursuit of reducing the size of the college.  This would be a change that is largely supported by the students, and would serve many of their interests well.  However, there are several concerns to keep in mind as we proceed down this path.  These include ensuring that our diversity as a school is not adversely affected.  The “St. Olaf community” is a crucial part of the college experience here that distinguishes St. Olaf from other schools.  One student summed up this issue very clearly in our survey by asserting that, “if Admissions still does its job as they’re doing it now, the decrease shouldn’t really matter.”  It is the students at St. Olaf that make the school what it is, and if current racial and economic diversity can be maintained or enhanced as a percentage of the population, then a change in size shouldn’t affect the characteristic St. Olaf community that we value and hope to preserve in the future.  
In the realm of academics, we have found that the idea of reducing the size of the student body is mostly uncontested.  With the possibility of smaller class sizes and more time with advisors and advisees, most students and professors responded positively to the idea of 200 fewer students on campus.  A small number of students surveyed reacted negatively to the decrease in the number of students on campus, citing that a larger student body provides more people to learn from.  Additionally, the nuances of each department make it difficult to predict the exact impact of a smaller student body.  For example, a new and innovative science center will likely attract science students regardless of a small shift in student numbers.   We have concluded, however, that a reduction in the student body will likely have positive implications for competitive, communal, and personal aspects of academics at St. Olaf.  
Regarding residence life, BORSC senses growing discomfort with the idea of full residence, particularly for upperclassmen under St. Olaf’s current housing options.  The Director of Residence Life recognizes that any future housing options will increasingly try to incorporate the need for independence. This position is strongly supported by the Board of Regents Student Committee.   It is also recognized, both by the administration and this committee that future options should try to reverse the trend of students increasingly wanting to live off campus.  In talking with Associate Dean McDowell, she recognized that upperclassmen are drawn to residence halls such as Ytterboe and Rand because of their suite style living arrangements.  Therefore, BORSC recommends that any future housing options should incorporate a feeling of independence, through either individualized bathrooms or kitchenettes in a condo or cottage style arrangement.   Regardless of the future size of the college, whether it increases, decreases, or stays the same, the options presently available to students do not meet student standards.  Even with remodeling and upkeep of existing dorms, the current facilities will not meet the needs of future students at St. Olaf.  Future residence options should encourage independence so students will not feel they are being coddled when they are expected to live on campus.
The Board of Regents Student Committee believes these above mentioned recommendations are crucial to the maintenance and continuity of the St. Olaf culture for the next ten years and beyond.  Opportunities for learning and growth with fellow students and professors inside and outside of the classroom, a racially, economically, and intellectually diverse student body, and an intensely residential college are essential to keeping the culture of St. Olaf.  If the college loses any of these central aspects, there will be a significant shift in how the St. Olaf experience is lived out by students.  With a commitment to a diverse student body and attention directed at increasing on-campus housing options, the Board of Regents Student Committee believes that a reduction in enrollment can occur that not only maintains but enhances the St. Olaf experience for future Oles.
� The following questions were asked in this informal survey: 1) How does the size of our campus factor into our identity as a school?  Was the size a positive or negative factor for you when you were applying? 2) Would you like it if St. Olaf got bigger of smaller?  What do you think the ideal size is for St. Olaf? 3) How do you think the diversity (economic, racial, intellectual) would be affected by having a smaller or larger college?  4) Would a completely “residential” campus be appealing to you?  Why or why not?








� This survey was attached to the Student Government Association’s fall election ballot.  850 students responded to the following questions: 1) How strongly does your residence life experience at St. Olaf affect your social interactions (meeting people, socializing, attending hall events, etc.? 2) During your time at St. Olaf would you like to live off campus at some point?
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