
Four Essays on the 
St. Olaf Str ategic Plan



St. Olaf ’s strategic plan, adopted by the Board of Regents in 2011, identifies the College’s key  
priorities and the actions it will take to advance those priorities in the coming years. The plan  
is meant to be adaptive and responsive to the unusually dynamic environment facing higher 
education today. Our goal is to take the steps now that will position the College to continue 
to flourish five years from now, a decade from now, and beyond.

The plan calls upon us to:
› Remain an intensely residential college, continuing to guide students as they learn to live 

in community with others.
› Lead all liberal arts colleges in helping students discern their vocation in life and to 

translate that calling into fulfilling employment.
› While maintaining the academic excellence that already prevails, ensure access for  

all students to high-impact educational practices such as off-campus study, learning 
communities, mentored research, and internships.

› Increase the diversity of our learning environment.
› Recruit, retain, and develop our faculty and staff and support them so that they can 

deliver the experience our students both want and deserve.
› Constrain future price increases to within 1 percent of the CPI.
› Generate a minimum of 2.5 percent operating revenue each year.
› Generate an additional $1 million in new non-tuition revenues.
› Reduce the operating budget by $2 million.
› Substantially increase philanthropic support for the College.
› Provide this return on the investment made by students and families in their St. Olaf 

education: graduate students equipped to lead lives marked by financial independence, 
professional accomplishment, and personal fulfillment.

This pamphlet elaborates on these goals in four brief essays. I invite you to read what follows 
and to reflect on the strategic questions posed at the end of each essay. I look forward to 
hearing your thoughts on the College’s goals, its strategy for attaining those goals, and the 
direction it proposes to take.

Thank you, in advance, for the time you are investing in this process and for your care  
for St. Olaf.
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Preface



Preparing Students for Life

St. Olaf is an intensely residential college. Because more than 95 percent of our  
students live on campus and dine together three times a day in Stav Hall, the 
College has an extraordinary opportunity to encourage and support them as they 
move from adolescence to adulthood, from dependence to independence, from 
school to work.

At St. Olaf, students develop, in a controlled environment, one of the key attributes 
of successful and useful adults: the ability to live productively in community with 
others. To do that, they need to answer such questions as: “What will my work be, 
and how will that align with what I feel called to do?” “How will I participate in the 
civic life of my community?” “What will my political commitments be?” “What 
will my faith commitments be?” “What will be the tone and tenor of my personal 
relationships?” “How will I spend my leisure time?” Our strategic plan calls for  
St. Olaf to stimulate students to seek answers to these and other questions and to 
support them in that quest.

St. Olaf provides many opportunities for students to practice the art of living  
in community. For example, most first-year students have never shared a room  
before, and doing so gives them frequent chances to work on sensitivity to others,  
negotiation, and compromise. Many decisions about residence hall life are made by 
students in corridor meetings, hall councils, and the like, which provides — along 
with student government — opportunities to find a role in community governance. 
Nobody knows you when you come to St. Olaf as a first-year student, which is  
liberating: you have the opportunity to explore political positions, participate  
in the faith life of the institution, and form friendships unencumbered by the 
expectations of those who have known you a long time.

The precondition to students being able to take advantage of these opportunities  
is a safe and healthy campus community, so our plan identifies that as a priority,  
calling upon us to measure and benchmark our students’ experience living in
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community on campus against the experiences of other students in similar  
environments. Alcohol abuse by college students is a national concern, and  
the plan calls on us to be attentive to that issue.

A program built around a residential community requires appealing residence 
halls, and the halls at St. Olaf require an investment. Our plan calls for an  
aggressive program of updating our residence halls with energy-efficient windows, 
all new surfaces, new bathroom fixtures, and new HVAC systems. In some cases, 
reconfiguration of the space may be part of the work. The plan also calls for  
construction of one or more residence halls to decrease the overall population  
density in our existing halls and to provide flexibility in residence hall management.

One of the most important questions for students to answer at St. Olaf is “What do 
I feel called to do, and how does that calling translate into a job and a career after 
college?” Our strategic plan calls for St. Olaf to lead the nation’s liberal arts colleges 
in assisting students in answering those questions and in moving forward after 
graduation to a certain future.

Strategic Questions

› Do you agree that the College should invest heavily in the residential experience?

› Do you agree that it is appropriate for the College to explicitly state its interest in 
helping students learn to live in community?

› Do you agree that it is appropriate for a liberal arts college to focus on its students’ 
post-graduate outcomes?
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Enhancing Student Learning

A liberal arts education equips students for success in further education and in the 
workplace and enables personal enrichment through life-long learning. The College’s 
success at providing such an education is demonstrable both because of data acquired 
through its nationally-recognized program of assessment of student learning and 
through measures such as the placement rate of students in graduate and professional 
school, St. Olaf ’s ranking among the baccalaureate antecedents of those who earn 
advanced degrees, and the prominence of our graduates in business, the professions, 
and academia.

At St. Olaf, student learning has taken place mainly face-to-face in a classroom, degrees 
have been awarded on the basis of credits earned, and earning credits has been tied to 
seat time. New modalities for teaching and learning are broadening the landscape of 
higher education to include alternate models for teaching and learning bound neither 
by time nor location, and alternate forms of credentialing. St. Olaf will not ignore the  
evolution of higher education; instead, the College is actively thinking about how to  
remain relevant by blending its particular strengths with innovations in teaching and  
learning that meet students’ needs and are consistent with St. Olaf ’s mission and identity.

Nevertheless, teaching and learning at the College will continue to occur mainly in the 
high-touch settings characterized by close student-faculty interaction and an expectation 
of full student engagement in the learning process. By continuing to emphasize this 
kind of learning environment St. Olaf will leverage its greatest strengths and claim 
ownership, along with the other leading liberal arts colleges, of a segment of the  
market that we know best and that continues to desire the experience we offer.

To add value to the already robust teaching and learning available at St. Olaf, the 
College will invest in “high-impact educational practices”: learning environments 
that are known through assessment of student learning to elicit high levels of student 
engagement. High-impact educational practices often involve one-on-one student-
faculty interaction, or a small group of students working with a faculty member as, 
for example, in a summer research or directed study project. But high-impact practices 
may also occur in a standard classroom setting, a rehearsal hall, or on an athletic field. 
Whatever the setting, there is an element that promotes and deepens the engagement 
of students with the subject or the activity, pushing them to learn more and to retain 
the knowledge longer.

St. Olaf already offers a number of these high-impact educational practices. Our  
plan calls for us to ensure that we offer a sufficient breadth of such experiences with  
sufficient capacity so that every student has access to at least one of them during their 
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four years of college. To achieve that goal will require offering more opportunities 
for undergraduate research, offering more seats in our learning community courses 
known as the “Conversations” (the Great Conversation, American Conversations, 
the Science Conversation, and the Asian Conversation) and/or creating more such 
courses (such as an Arts Conversation), reducing barriers to participation in off-
campus study, and so on.

St. Olaf already enjoys far better student retention and graduation rates than most 
colleges and universities in America, but they lag those of the most highly regarded 
institutions by a margin that can and should be closed. Our plan calls for us to do that.

The kind of high-touch educational environment that will form the core of the St. Olaf 
experience under the strategic plan requires not only exceptional teaching but also 
exceptional students who can learn from their professors and from one another. An 
essential characteristic of such a learning environment is diversity of all kinds, including  
geographic, economic, and racial and ethnic diversity. An educational imperative 
thus lies behind the goal of increasing the diversity of St. Olaf ’s students, faculty, and 
staff. Our plan calls for us to continue to seek geographical diversity and to increase 
the racial and ethnic diversity of the first-year class by at least 1percent per year.

In a high-touch environment, high quality “touch” is important. The faculty and staff 
of the College provide that touch, and the strategic plan recognizes that recruiting, 
developing, and retaining exceptional faculty and staff is vital to the College’s success.  
For that reason, the plan commits us to thoughtful review of our policies and practices 
related to the employees of the College to ensure that we are doing everything within 
our power to provide the best environment for our students.

Strategic Questions

› Do you agree that the College should remain committed to providing a high-touch 
learning environment?

› What kinds of new teaching and learning practices, such as online learning, might 
be compatible with the College’s mission and identity, and to what extent might 
they be incorporated?

› What were the high-impact educational practices you or your student experienced 
at St. Olaf?

› Are there high-impact experiences the College should add?
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The Cost of College

The cost of college — even the net cost after financial aid — has reached levels that 
strain the financial capacity of students and their families and undermine the public’s 
faith in both our institutions of higher education and the people who work in them. 
Elected officials, policy makers, parents, and students are all expressing concern 
about the impact of college costs on access to higher education and on the ability of 
graduates to flourish financially after college given prevailing economic conditions 
and the overhang of student debt.

Like the other leading liberal arts colleges in America, St. Olaf has adopted the 
“high-price/high-discount” approach to pricing. In this model, tuition and fees are 
quite high relative to tuition and fees across all types of institutions, but need-based 
financial aid provided by the College discounts that price according to the need of  
individual families. St. Olaf meets the full demonstrated financial need of every 
student it enrolls with a combination of grant, loan, and student work. Eighty-three 
percent of our students receive some form of financial aid.

Financial aid represents the College’s greatest expense after compensation for its  
employees — approximately $60 million in this fiscal year. Most of that financial aid 
is not funded by other sources: it simply represents tuition and fees that the College 
does not collect. A rising unfunded financial aid discount rate poses one of the  
gravest threats to the College’s ongoing financial viability. The average indebtedness 
of St. Olaf graduates who borrow to pay for college is $25,000, slightly below the  
state average. (This does not include any additional private borrowing a family may 
undertake outside of the College’s programs.)

The comprehensive fee has increased annually in response to the College’s revenue 
needs: net of financial aid, comprehensive fee revenue funds compensation increases 
for employees, equipment and other capital needs, general operations, and so forth. 
Seventy percent of the operating budget is funded by revenue from tuition and fees.

Current economic conditions, increasing skepticism about colleges’ ability — or even 
desire — to control costs, and the threat of regulation, all challenge the prevailing 
model. To put it simply: the days are over when St. Olaf can impose significant annual 
price increases on its current and prospective students, yet the College will still need 
to invest in people, programs, and facilities in order to provide the experience St. Olaf 
is committed to offering at a level of quality that our students both want and deserve.
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The strategic plan directly addresses these challenges by committing to spending 
discipline, by committing to reducing costs, and by committing to seek alternative 
revenue sources to take some of the burden of paying for college off students and 
their families.

Our strategic plan commits to constraining price increases to within 1 percent or  
less of the annual increase in the Consumer Price Index. Perhaps the most common 
complaint voiced in discussions of college costs is the apparent lack of alignment 
between prevailing economic conditions and college pricing. Why, when inflation  
sits at 2 percent do colleges increase their average costs by 5 percent? St. Olaf ’s costs 
will rise in the future. So will those of every family in America. In the strategic plan,  
the College commits to aligning its price increases with what those families are  
experiencing, using the CPI as a proxy for the cost of living. The goal is to be able  
to explain any increase in St. Olaf ’s cost in terms that make sense to families.

The plan also commits the College to generating a minimum of 2.5 percent net 
operating revenue each year. The ability to generate net operating revenue is essential 
to the overall financial viability of St. Olaf. This element of the plan commits St. Olaf 
to operate the institution in such a way that we annually generate funds that help to 
sustain the College going forward.

Constraining the ability to raise new revenue through price increases and requiring  
a minimum 2.5 percent annual net operating revenue will squeeze the College’s annual  
operating budget. Recognizing that simple reality, the plan calls for a reduction of  
$2 million in the College’s operating budget.

These elements of the plan all speak to various kinds of discipline the College commits  
to in order to address concerns about price. But St. Olaf continues to aspire to  
excellence. Consequently, it will continue to have needs, its costs will continue to  
rise, and it will require additional revenue. To address those needs, the plan commits 
to generating additional revenue from non-tuition sources: by generating $1 million 
more from operations (such as various auxiliary enterprises) and by substantially 
increasing philanthropic support for St. Olaf. Philanthropy can be a game changer  
for the college cost issue by providing funds to close the gap between what families 
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can reasonably be expected to pay for a St. Olaf education and what it costs to provide 
that education. Philanthropy can enable the College to reduce the amount of loan in 
financial aid packages, or eliminate it all together. It can increase the number and  
amount of scholarships. It can relieve the operating budget of all or some of its second  
largest cost. The opportunity here is very significant.

Finally, the plan commits the College to rigorous evaluation of its programs, measuring  
their effectiveness and making changes, or eliminating programs, in order to best 
serve our students and to operate a sustainable institution.

Our students and their families treasure the experience St. Olaf offers, and Oles  
everywhere treasure their experiences at the College. Our reputation is strong  
and the regard and affection for the College is one of our most valuable assets.  
By forthrightly acknowledging concerns about college costs and by offering realistic 
responses to them, the strategic plan seeks to sustain and enhance the ties that bind 
the St. Olaf family.

Strategic Questions

› Does the strategic plan forthrightly address issues around college costs?

› Is linking future price increases to no more than the CPI plus 1 percent a  
meaningful response to those concerns?

› Do the forms of fiscal discipline outlined in the plan indicate to you that the  
College understands the issues facing students and their families?

› Should the College continue to meet the demonstrated need of every student  
who enrolls?
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The Value Proposition:  
A Liberal Arts Education at St. Olaf College
A St. Olaf liberal arts education equips students with a base of knowledge, skills and 
competencies, and habits of mind and heart that enable them to flourish professionally 
and personally not only in the years immediately after graduation but over the course 
of long and rich lives.

The world our graduates will inhabit will be defined by change. The increasing 
interconnectedness of nations, peoples, and the global economy; the emergence of 
nations like China, India, and Brazil as engines of growth; the impact of scientific and 
technological innovation in the workplace and in human interaction; the spread of 
democratic institutions to parts of the world where they were previously nascent or 
non-existent — these are just a few examples of the forces that make it impossible to 
predict what the world will look like when today’s students are in their forties, fifties, 
and beyond. So, an education that only prepared students for the world we know 
today would not repay the investment students and their families make in higher 
education. It would produce graduates that over time would be unemployed and  
irrelevant. That is why a St. Olaf liberal arts education equips students with the tools 
to flourish in an unknown future, tools that are adaptive, flexible, and renewable.

The first is a knowledge base. Students can’t learn everything there is to know in 
college: there is too much to know. In any event, over time that knowledge would 
become outdated or obsolete. That is why the general education program at St. Olaf  
focuses on introducing students to the geography of human knowledge. Scholars 
have divided what is known into broad categories — the humanities, the social  
sciences, the natural sciences, the fine arts — each with its own set of methodologies 
best suited to inquiry within that area. By taking courses within each of these broad 
areas of human knowledge, St. Olaf students learn to recognize the family that an  
unfamiliar problem belongs to, and they know what kinds of questions to ask to   
better understand and solve unfamiliar problems. The complexity of our world  
means that many problems cross the boundaries of these broad categories of  
knowledge, which is why interdisciplinary inquiry is also an important part of  
the general education requirements.
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Ten years after graduation, our students, whether in the workplace or in a community  
activity, will be confronted by new kinds of problems that need a solution. That  
solution will come from the individual who can understand what kind of problem  
it is, how it relates to what is known, what kinds of questions tend to be productive  
in that sphere, and how to ask them rigorously and imaginatively.

There are skills and competencies that will make a person more effective both  
professionally and personally. They include, among others, the ability to write clear, 
correct English prose. The ability to effectively communicate orally both in small 
groups and before larger audiences. The ability to reason quantitatively. The ability to 
work in groups. Knowledge of a foreign language and the culture of those who speak 
it. A St. Olaf liberal arts education requires that students work at each of these skills 
and competencies by taking courses specifically designed to give extensive practice  
in — and feedback on — a student’s writing and oral communication skills. All  
students are required to take quantitative reasoning courses and study a foreign  
language. And pedagogy at St. Olaf requires students to gain experience in settings 
very much like those they may encounter in the workplace after college, working  
in teams and assuming joint responsibility for projects.

The students who come to the College as first-years, despite all of their accomplishments  
and maturity, are not fully-formed adults. St. Olaf explicitly seeks, during their  
undergraduate years, to encourage and support its students in developing the habits 
of mind and heart that will constitute their character and shape their commitments  
throughout the rest of their lives. The College encourages students to discern and 
grow their faith commitments through its identity as a college in the Lutheran 
tradition, daily chapel services, Sunday worship, a requirement to study religion, 
and through a rich set of conversations in and out of the classroom about what the 
ultimate questions are and how each individual can best engage those questions.  
The College is rich with resources to assist students in that journey.
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As an intensely residential campus where nearly all students live in the residence halls 
and dine in a common dining hall, St. Olaf constitutes a laboratory where students 
can learn and practice the essentials of civic life, from negotiating a life together with 
roommates to participating in campus governance and civic discourse. Students prize 
the sense of community on campus and claim ownership of it.

These are the essentials of a St. Olaf liberal arts education: a base of knowledge, skills, 
and competencies, habits of mind and heart. They equip students to flourish the  
day after commencement, and they empower graduates to adapt to and succeed in  
a changing world.

Strategic Questions

› Does this value proposition capture the key elements of the St. Olaf experience?

› What do you think are the greatest short-term and long-term benefits of a  
St. Olaf education?

› Does this value proposition strike you as wholly unique to St. Olaf?  
Somewhat so? Not at all?

› Is the value proposition compelling?  
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