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Last Monday, Oct. 4, I attended a conference at the New England Board of Higher Education called

“Reinventing the University: New Models and Innovations for 21st Century Realities.” One of the most
interesting panels was on what lessons, if any, public and private non-profit universities can learn from the
new rash of for-profit universities that have popped up in recent years, such as The University of Phoenix.

Now, I am about as far as you can get from being an evangelist for the for-profit schools. I think they serve
a certain market with some innovative products, and I think almost any education is better than none. That
being said, there has been plenty of valid and justified criticism leveled at for-profits in recent years, which
I will elaborate on. But I do want to reflect on something one of the panelists, former Maine Governor John
E. McKernan — who now works for a for-profit education company — said when he referred to “servicing
our clients, our customers, by which I mean the students. We have to be responsive to their needs.”

What a fascinating comment, and an even more fascinating concept. A university that focuses its attention,
thinking and decision-making on what will best serve their student body, though conspicuously absent from
McKernan’s comments was any mention of shareholders, whom they also have to serve.

Another panelist made a wry but I think somewhat profound comment: “In the for-profit world, we can’t
afford the nice things that other universities have gotten used to having. New athletic facilities, gyms, rock
walls. How do we tell our customers they have to pay for the rock wall?”

In a sign of this web 2.0 age, “paying for the rock wall” immediately became a trending topic on Twitter
amongst those of us using the conference hashtag.

Lately, I have heard a lot of faculty, and even some students, level criticism at the expansion of certain
facilities – the Alfond Arena expansion, the new fitness center – while other buildings on campus languish
and, in some cases, decompose. I also hear faculty blast away at the athletic department funding while
they endure hiring freezes and position eliminations.

In some of this is, I have to say, the age-old fight of “nerds v. jocks,” but that doesn’t mean the concerns
aren’t valid. Sometimes what a university builds or renovates is a question of where the funding comes
from because some donors donate for specific causes. In other cases, though, we can and should ask if we
really want to pay for the rock wall.

Tuition [1], for too long, has been an infinitely expanding credit line for universities. Instead of making
difficult decisions, rather than prioritizing and forcing themselves to cut some “niceties” in favor of the
basics, they constantly and consistently reach for tuition increases. Tuition in the past half-century has
outpaced inflation 2:1. One speaker at the conference shared a horrifying fact: last year, the federal
government made the single-largest investment in student aid – tens of billions of dollars – in history. That
figure has been entirely absorbed by tuition and fee increases at colleges nationwide. Yikes.

So why are we in college? That’s the bigger question. Go ahead, ask yourself why you are here and why are
you paying tens of thousands of dollars for your degree. What do you want to get out of it in the end? Do

you feel like you’re truly getting it? What could be better about UMaine [2] – what do you particularly like?
Have you ever thought about it in a systematic way? And most importantly – have you ever taken those
recommendations to an administrator, your dean or the President’s office?

If you’re like most students, the answer is no – you haven’t thought about it much and this is a trend we
should change. Whether we realize it or not and whether the faculty and administration like it or not, we
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pay the tuition, and in a certain sense, yes – we are the clients in this scenario. That’s not the relationship
that has been reflected in the past few decades, though. We end up paying for rock walls none of us asked
for, but who can fault the schools for not asking when so few of us bother to answer?

Steven Butterfield is a fourth-year political science student.
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