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Enrollments Surge Following Big Cuts
in Tuition Rates at Private Colleges

Reductions by a few institutions followed years of increases
The chrimitple af o 9 hey  Tdugation

BY BEN GOSE

were raising their tuition 6 to 10 per

cent, Waldorf College made a big
move in the opposite direction. To spur its
faltering enrollment, it cut its price,
then $3,030, by 30 per cent.

The radical move by the little-
known two-year private college
worked. Freshman enrollment rose 56
per cent the next year, to 280. But the
action didn’t make much of an impres-
sion on other campuses. ‘*Nobody
was very interested in what we were
doing,” says William E. Hamm, the
college’s president.

Waldorf's move, says Mr. Hamm,
violated standard practice at private
colleges, many of which raise their tu-
ition faster than the rate of inflation
and give much of the increase back to
students in the form of financial aid.

IN 1987, when many private colleges

INCREASE IN DEPOSITS

Now, some colleges are beginning
to rethink that view.
Muskingum College has dropped its
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awarded financial aid to 90 per cent of their
students. But with the lower tuition rates—
and a new aid policy at North Carolina
Wesleyan—they expect to award much
less.

As of mid-summer, Muskingum is up
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tuition 29 per cent for the coming fall,
to $9,850. North Carolina Wesleyan
College has cut its tuition 23 per cent,
to $6,600. In the past, both colleges

North Carolina Wesleyan's John D. White
says that as tuition increased, he wondered:
“*Would kids who want to come here look
at us seriously as a $16,000 institution?"

about 36 per cent in the number of admit-
ted students who have made tuition depos-
its, to 380. North Carolina Wesleyan is up
15 per cent, to 230. With those increases,
both colleges will bringing in more tuition
revenue than when their prices were much
higher.

North Carolina Wesleyan expects
to bring in an additional $100,000;
Muskingum, an additional $250,000.
Since their enrollments have been un-
der capacity, neither college expects
its costs to rise significantly. Muskin-
gum, for example, will put 100 new
students in a dormitory that has been
empty for five years.

**“The results have exceeded our ex-
pectations,” says Samuel W. Speck,
Muskingum’s president.

REINING IN PRICES

A number of other colleges are rein-
ing in prices that once rose inexora-
bly. Since 1993, Wilson College has
raised tuition by just 5 per cent every
other year, holding it steady during
the off years.

Bennington College, the College of
New Rochelle, and Guilford Gollege
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have frozen this year’s tuition at |
last year’s rates. Several more col-
leges have promised that tuition in-
Creases won't exceed the rate of
inflation, -

The trend hasn’t exactly swept
the country. Last year, private col-
leges faised tuition by an average
of 6 per cent, more than double the
rise in the Consumer Price Index.

Sticker prices have never been
so high, but neither has the rate at
which colleges are offering dis-
counts on their fees. The Univers;-
ty of Rochester gives awards of
$5,000 to students from New York.
Ohio Wesleyan University offers
$4,000 “‘regional grants” to lire
students from the Northeast and
West.

MERIT SCHOLARSHIPS

Many more have lowered their
thresholds for merit scholarships.
Converse College, for example, of-
fers such aid to students with high-
school grade-point averages as low
as 2.5 as a way of encouraging
them to apply. .

Some students, families, and
high-school counselors are tiring of
these tactics.

Tom Craig, a counselor at Spar-

“Colleges don’t want
to say that they are
having difflcuity
attracting students,

*kingum officials say they are losing

- while quietly giving discounts to al-

- he says:

and this is an
admission of that.”

tanburg (S.C.) High School, calls
Converse’s awards a “marketing
ploy.”

“If the school is going to dis-
count,” he says, “why not just
have lower tuition for everyone?”’

Other colleges are closely
watching the Muskingum and
North Carolina Wesleyan experi-
ments.

“Muskingum has gotten a great
deal of attention for doing this,”
says Mr. Hamm of Waldorf, “It’s

making people very nervous.”
Trustees of Otterbein College, a
Muskingum competitor about two
hours away in a suburb of Colum-
bus, Ohio, met last fall to discuss
whether they should make a similar
reduction, says Tom Stein, the
vice-president of admissions and_
financial -aid. After a lengthy de- [
bate, the Otterbein trastees decid- |
ed against a cut. /

———

‘FULL-PAY STUDENTS’ N

In recent years at Muskingum
and North Carolina Wesleyan,
about 90 per cent of the students
have received university grants. In
cutting its tujtion by $4,000, Mus-

only a few hundred dollars’ reve-
nue per student, on average. At Ot-
terbein, however, 30 per cent of the
students have been paying full
price,

“We still have a large percentage
of full-pay students who are help-
ing to subsidize the others,” ex-
plains Mr. Stein.

Instead of cutting its fees, it has

raised its tuition, room, and board
4.4 per cent, to $18,900 for the
coming year. Nonetheless, more
students than last year have ac-
cepted the college’s offer of admis-’
sion: tuition deposits were up 20
per cent, as of mid-summer.

Mr. Hamm of Waldorf lists other
reasons price-cutting is unpopular.
A college that maintains jts price

most all its students, he says, can
conceal its desperation. “Colleges
don’t want to say that they are hav~
ing difficulty attracting students,”
and this is an admission of that,”

Critics note that tuition cuts do
not always demonstrate a long-.
term commitment to keeping stu-,
dents’ costs in check. Waldorf, for

example, has raised tuition 310 per,
cent, to $9,450, since cutting it in
1987. Mr. Hamm says the 1987 cut’
gave Waldorf “market momen-
tum’ and allowed it to charge high- |
€r prices later.

Muskingum and North Carolina
Wesleyan insist that their cuts are
more than just short-term market- |
ing ploys. The lower prices, they
say, will allow them to compete
against public colleges.

Before this year’s cuts, the tu-
ition had doubled in the last 10
years at both institutions.

Financial aid fueled the jp-
creases. From 1993 to 1995, North
Carolina Wesleyan doubled its fi-
nancial-aid budget, trying to entice
students who would otherwise g0
to public colleges, says John D.

White, its president. Last fall,’
however, the college realized it'
was on the verge of becoming so !
expensive that students wouldn’t"
even bother to apply, Mr. White
says. }

“Would kids who want to come
here look at us seriously as a|
$16,000 institution™" he asks. {
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‘NEVER EVEN BOTHERED TO LOOK’

Muskingum'’s total price for tu-
ition, room, and board last year
was $18,230, more than twice as
much as at public colleges in Ohio.
In a typical year, it has lost 40 per
cent of its admitted students to
public colleges.

“And God only knows how
many students never even both-
ered to look at us,” says Jeff
Zellers, Muskingum’s director of
financial aid. ““They perceived that
there was no way they would get
enough financial aid to close the
gap.’

By narrowing the chasm be-
tween Muskingum and Ohio public
colleges—it’s now about $6, 000—
the college hopes to persuade mld-~
dle-class students to take a look.
*Families are saying, ‘Gee, maybe’
we can get $3,000 in aid,” and
they’ll come and visit. It's a ‘Gct
’em to look in the wmdow strate-
gy,”’ Mr. Zellers says. .

Chris Scisciani, who graduated

June from Steubenville High

chool in Ohio, chose Muskingum
er the Ohio State University and
few small colleges. He knew he
wanted to attend a small college
where he could play baseball, but
he wasn’t sure the family would be
able to afford it. Mr. Scisciani’s fa-
ther is a psychologist and his moth-
er a part-time nurse. Together they

earn about $65,000 per year, he )

says. _
Muskingum gave him a $3,000

grant, which, when coupled with _

federal and state grants and loans,

. lowered his annual Muskingum ex-.

penses to about $6,000. At his oth-
er options, Otterbein and Coastal

Carolina University, his expenses

would have been $8,000 and $7,000

per year, respectively. ©

“Ohio State would have been’

cheaper, but it’s impossibly blg,”'j

says Mr. Scisciani. *‘I wanted to go
to a smaller school.”

Muskingum might have won Mr.
Scisciani over, but its private com-
petitors say they aren’t suffering
from its lower price.

Doug Thompson, dean of admis-
sion at Ohio Wesleyan, says about

five of its admitted students have |

chosen Muskingum instead—
about the same as last year.

Capital University has lost only |

four admitted students to Muskin-
gum, half as many as a year ago,
says Dolphus E. Henry, the vice-
president for enroliment services.
Capital charges $18,200 for tuition,
room, and board, but Mr. Henry
says the college is offering dis-
counts that bring its net cost in line
with Muskingum’s.

“Students are telling us there’s
not much difference in their out-of-
pocket costs,” Mr. Henry says.

MAKING UP FOR LOST REVENUE

Both Muskingum and North
Carolina Wesleyan say they’ve
found ways to make up for the rev-
enue they will lose from their high-
est-paying students. )

Muskingum is expanding. It
hopes to increase enrollment from
last year's 1,100 to 1,250 by the
year 2,000.

“We can take a small loss per
student because we’ve got 100

more bodies,” Mr. Zellers says of
this year’s class.

North Carolina Wesleyan is giv-
ing students who have high need,
and grades and test scores near the
bottom of its admitted pool, slight-
ly worse deals—even when the tu-
ition cut is considered. *“Some-
one’s got to pay for it,”” says Mr.
White, the college’s president.
(Muskingum says no Iow-need stu-
dents will pay more under the new
system than under the old.)

But even with the sharp cuts,
students who pay full price at
North Carolina Wesleyan or Mus-
kingum may not feel as if they’re .
getting much of a bargain. Muskin-
gum’s Mr. Zellers calculated what
it would cost if the college had fol-
lowed the Consumer Price Index
from 1982, his first year at the col-
lege, to the present.

The inflation-pegged price, he
found, " would still be slightly
cheaper than this year’s.

*“Things got way out of whack,”
he says. ““This brings us back to
some normalcy.” "




