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ow are schools responding to the challenges of affordable tuition and student debt? Is
online education a threat to the traditional college setting? Law firm Hodgson Russ and
Albany Business Review recently convened a panel of eight leaders in higher education
at the Massry Center for Business at the University at Albany to answer these questions and others.
Michael DeMasi, senior reporter at the Albany Business Review, moderated the discussion.
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THE PANEL
DR. JAMES N. BALDWIN
Title: Executive Vice President
Company: Excelsior College
SUSAN W. BEATTY
Title: Provost
Company: Sage Colleges
TONY COLLINS
Title: President
Company: Clarkson University
MARY GRONDAHL
Title: Vice President for Enrollment
Management
Company: The College of Saint Rose
DR. PENNY HAYNES
Title: Vice President of Academic
Affairs
Company: SCCC
ALICIA OUELLETTE
Title: President and Dean
Company: Albany Law
DR. LAURA SCHWEITZER
Title: Vice President for Health
Sciences and Biomedical Initiatives
Company: University at Albany
JAMES R. STELLAR
Title: Provost and Senior Vice
President for Academic Affairs
Company: University at Albany

?

Tell us a little bit about yourself, your
background, and where you went to
college.

DR. PENNY HAYNES: I’m from Schenectady County
Community College. I’m the Vice President of Academic Affairs there. I’ve been at Schenectady for eight
years now. I went to Broome Community College, I
went to SUNY Oneonta, University of Binghamton,
and Columbia University.
JAMES R. STELLAR: I’m the Provost and Vice President
here at the University at Albany. I’ve been here one
year and a few months. I went to a small college in the
Philadelphia area, Ursinus, and did my doctoral degree
at the University of Pennsylvania.
MARY GRONDAHL: I’m Vice President for Enrollment
Management at the College of St. Rose, where I have
worked for the last 33 years. I did an undergraduate
degree in Russian language and literature at Oswego;
I did a master’s degree in Russian language and literature at UAlbany; and I have an MBA from the College
of St. Rose.
TONY COLLINS: I’ve got 34 years at Clarkson University. Born and raised in Australia, Monash University for undergraduate degree, backwards and forwards
between Australia at Lehigh University for master’s
and PhD. I’m here for a tremendous opportunity presented to me by Laura Schweitzer, who was President
of Union Graduate College. Less than 18 months ago,
Laura reached out in an e-mail looking for a merge
partner, and the rest is history.
ALICIA OUELLETTE: I am the President and Dean at
Albany Law School, and I’ve been in this position for
a little over a year. I have been at the law school for
about 15 years as a faculty member. I’m a graduate of
Hamilton College and Albany Law.
DR. JAMES N. BALDWIN: I’m the Executive Vice Presi-

dent of Excelsior College. I’ve been in the position for
about a year and-a-half. I spent my previous 20 years
in K-12 education. I graduated from what was called
Junior College of Albany at one time, Sage Colleges,
bachelor’s degree from Union College, law degree from
Albany Law School, and then decided to go back to
school and get an ADD at Teachers College, Columbia University.
DR. LAURA SCHWEITZER: I am Vice President for
Health Sciences and Biomedical Initiatives here at
the University at Albany. I’m President Emeritus from
Union Graduate College. My background is undergraduate, University of Miami; I went to graduate school
at Washington University in St. Louis; and did a post
doctoral fellowship at Duke University.
SUSAN W. BEATTY: I have been the Provost at The Sage
Colleges almost two years now. My background is
mostly in large publics, although I started at Emory
University in Atlanta, which is a small private. Then I
moved on to Cornell where I got my PhD.

Colleges are under the microscope.
Parents and students say tuition is too
high and that a bachelor’s degree won’t
result in a job that pays enough to get out
of debt. How is your school responding to these
challenges?

?

GRONDAHL: There was a recent pole in October, 2015
by Gallup. The responses were clear that the majority of Americans still believe that there’s great value in
higher education. The majority said that it is the path
to securing a job. So at The College of St. Rose, which
focuses on liberal arts and professional programs, it’s
really clear to us that through every aspect of communication about what we do and how we do it, we need
to be very clear about the value of higher education
and what it does for our students.
STELLAR: We’re sort of the opposite end of the spectrum. We’re a large public, 17,000-and-some total students, some graduate. We think our tuition is on the
affordable side, so while there’s an investment of the
family in paying the bills, especially as a residential
campus, the thing I focus on is the investment of the
time and utilizing the quality of the higher education
to tie with employment.
BEATTY: The other part of this question that we haven’t touched on yet is that it is expensive for students
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to go to college and it’s definitely a challenge. What The
Sage Colleges has done over the last seven years is not
raise tuition. That’s a difficult decision to do because,
as everyone is well aware, every year there are incremental increases in the cost of doing business. And
we’re a business. In fact, we are going to raise tuition a
very small amount in this coming year. But in looking
at how to help students get that education, we do heavily discount their tuition so that they get a lot of institutional support to be able to come to the institution.
COLLINS: About a third of our budget is applied back
to financial aid. The return on investment for us is one
that we shine at, and that’s a major marketing opportunity. I won’t say it’s by chance, but certainly with
the degree offerings we have, they’re highly sought
after. So the average debt leaving Clarkson is about 33-,
34-, 35,000. That’s against an average starting salary
of about 60,000. So the economics for us just work.
We advertise that.

?

Do you feel Excelsior has an advantage in
this area because you don’t have the fixed
cost of a campus?

BALDWIN: I think we probably do. I think affordability
and accessibility are very much a part of our DNA. We
were created by the New York State Board of Regents
as a completion college. Our initial purpose was to
aggregate credit earned in other accredited institutions, and we continue to do that today. The average
age of our student is somewhere in the 36 to 38 range,
so we’re serving adult learners primarily. If we look
at just the last year alone, we’ve accepted roughly
700,000 credits from various accredited institutions
across the country for about 15,000 students. We’ve
saved them on average $22,000 each in terms of the
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ability to aggregate credit and then work with them
and counsel them as to how to complete their degree.
SCHWEITZER: I think that the question might be
phrased differently because students can’t afford not to
go to college. So 16 percent of all jobs in New York State
right now require some formal educational credential
beyond high school. The differential in salary between
high school grads and college grads is $24,000 a year.
And that’s a reoccurring bonus of getting your college
degree. Then if you look at the unemployment rate,
getting a college degree halves the unemployment rate
compared to graduates from high school. So I think
you have to look at the consequences of not going to
college as an expensive consequence.

?

Alicia, a very specific challenge you
have as a law school today is the feeling
that there are already too many lawyers
and the opportunities in that field are
diminishing.

OUELLETTE: So if higher education has been criticized

for having high costs, law schools are a special target. It’s everywhere. And there’s this narrative that law
school’s not worth the investment. It’s not at all what
we’re seeing and it’s not what the research is showing.
There are studies that show that a law degree will add
value over the course of someone’s lifetime of over a
million dollars at a minimum, even for the low-paying public service jobs ... This is actually a great time
to come to law school because there are fewer applications and there are more scholarships than ever.

?

Penny, do you feel that Schenectady
County Community College has an
advantage?

HAYNES: Well, yes. We’re talking about affordability. Community college is clearly very, very affordable.
And really, our role in that case is to give students the
education to, one, be careful of not getting into debt.
Even though it’s very, very affordable, our students
still, because some are coming from very low-income
backgrounds, they don’t necessarily have the skills to
navigate the debt. So that’s one of the things we work
really hard on is educating them on the whole financial
literacy piece to start with, but more so also increasing the access. And then, more importantly, we can
help all of our partners here really by setting up those
transfer agreements which we have with pretty much
everyone here so that a student can really pay a minimal cost for the first two years of college and transfer directly into one of the four-year universities as a
junior. And really, a lot of the data is showing that a
lot of those students are actually more successful than
the native juniors at those institutions because of that
background.

So we’ve all seen the TV commercials
for the University of Phoenix. And I’m
wondering, do you see online education
as the threat to the traditional college
setting? How can you convince students to
continue paying high tuition bills when they can
receive an online degree from an accredited school
for much less?

?

BEATTY: I don’t think online education is a threat to
anyone or anything. I think it is something that has
come into its own as a tool that we have to offer flexible access to education for students.
COLLINS: This is a tool we have to embrace, electronic
capture for all of our major courses. But the material
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you learn in three 50-minute class periods is only a
fraction of what you have to learn 24/7 through extracurricular activities outside of the classroom. Whether that means going to a faculty member’s door and
talking to them, or being involved in experiential
opportunities, three 50-minute classroom activities
a week is a very small fraction. And you need to leverage technology to do that.
GRONDAHL: We’re focusing a lot of attention on
hybrid types of programs to reach the adult market.
All of the research studies that we’ve had completed
show that when adults are thinking about St. Rose,
or not yet thinking even about going to a college like
St. Rose, it’s both the online and high touch. And
students actually, when they’re surveyed, say to us —
or prospective students say that what they’re looking
for are not the traditional semester type approach.
They’re looking for five- to eight-week semesters. So
I think what we’re going through in higher education is, we’re quite a laboratory of what’s happening
in the change in society. It’s not simple. As Sue said,
it’s a really complex endeavor that requires every
aspect of our institution to be involved in the planning table.
STELLAR: I would agree with the panelists so far that
it’s very important that we work in this area that,
unquestionably, change is happening and we have to
be there. I think I like the idea of the hybrid, not only
for the particular course itself. I will say to try to add
to the conversation that enrollment through online
courses is a significantly increasing part of our business plan about how we continue to serve students.
We have to be mindful of that.

?

Alicia, is there a place for online learning
in law school?

OUELLETTE: There is. And we see it as a really great
opportunity. We’ve been a little bit hobbled because,
until recently, our accrediting agency didn’t like
online learning and said you can’t do it. We’re now
free to offer some online for our JD students. So we’re
busily building courses that have to be high quality. We’re not doing MOOCs. Part of the hallmark of
the Albany Law education is these very small classes where you really get to know your faculty and you
work intensely with other students. We’re doing that
in the online space.

?

So there will be an online JD program?

OUELLETTE: Will we be fully online? Time will tell.
In 10 years, I think that may happen somewhere. I
don’t think that’s what we’re looking for at Albany Law.
BALDWIN: As for MOOCs, I think they’ve been use-

ful in the sense that they were kind of a wake-up
call to everybody that there might be this disruptive force in the sector and that we ought to pay
attention to the value of online learning generally.
We use them at Excelsior College, but they are just
a fraction of the various courses and programs that
we offer. I think, you know, online, digital learning,
I don’t think anybody should be threatened by it. I
think there is tremendous opportunity in the market. In our primary markets, there are 37 million
or so Americans who have some college credit but
no degree. So they are our target audience. There’s
no way that Excelsior College is going to be able to
serve all 37 million of them. So I think it’s a healthy
development that we have other institutions really
looking at how to serve not just what we consider to be traditional college students, but really the
adult market.

Left to right: (back) James R. Stellar, Dr. James
N. Baldwin, (middle) Alicia Ouellette, Mary
Grondahl, (front) Dr. Penny Haynes, Susan W.
Beatty, Dr. Laura Schweitzer, Tony Collins
DONNA ABBOTT-VLAHOS

?

College remains unaffordable to many
people. So what are your institutions
doing to try to bridge that gap and make
it so that more students from disadvantaged
backgrounds can go to college and get a degree?
STELLAR: We belong to this system, SUNY, and there’s
another one in New York City, CUNY, which is committed to being as affordable as possible. And I think, even
though we have to be sensitive to the low-income people and their struggles, if you combine the tuition assistance program in the state of New York with the tuition
they charge at a base, you can have a pretty affordable
package. So I said in my earlier remarks that, in addition
to focusing on the tuition, we have to focus on the time
expense. It’s a commitment. It’s well worth it. All the
statistics at large show that. But it’s up to us to be sure
that we’re dynamic in offering things that students want
... I also see inefficiencies in the private university that
we don’t have in the public. There is a ceiling. We do not
set our own tuition here. We have to live within the budget that’s set by the legislatures of the SUNY system. That
presents an operational challenge to me every day that
was not as great in the institution, where if we wanted
to launch a new program, we could raise the tuition.
As long as the market would bear it, we could do that.

‘...the majority of Americans
still believe that there’s great
value in higher education.
The majority said that it is the
path to securing a job.’
MARY GRONDAHL,

Vice President for Enrollment Management,
The College of Saint Rose
GRONDAHL: I think that the market is now creating
a ceiling for the market as well. So where we might
have in the past been able to raise tuition 5 percent, 6
percent, the market simply will not bear that. So at St.
Rose one of the key areas that we spend a lot of time
on is understanding the price sensitivity of our market. So this fall, we will bring in 700 first-year students. The question is the value. The value decision that

we can prove to our potential audiences about why
the value of that delivery of our education and what
you gain from it is critically important. All of my price
sensitivity modeling shows that our first-year students
are elastic. So if we raise price or lower discount, or —
heaven forbid — do both of those, we know we’re going
to lose students. And ergo, our net tuition revenue will
fall. We also know that our transfer students are inelastic. What that means is that they’re looking at demand.

?

Did Sage’s demographics of your typical
student change in the seven years it held
its tuition steady?

BEATTY: Sage has a fairly large undergraduate population that has a challenge in terms of ability to pay. And
I think regionally, all of us have a fair number of students who find themselves in that situation. So during
the time of not raising tuition, we more or less continued to grow in undergrad enrollment. It’s stayed fairly
constant the last couple of years. So it didn’t change
the overall demographics. But what we did internally
to provide students with the support they need to be
successful once they got here was working with providing scholarships, institutional grants to fill that gap
between what their ability to pay is and what they get
in terms of federal and state grants. And then we make
up for that. One really important thing for all of us
to think about in looking at the competition over the
shrinking pool regionally — and I think everyone, possibly Albany less than others, draw on our local high
school population. And that’s a fact. We do things to
try to diversify and attract students from elsewhere,
but really, regionally, this is our source region.
SCHWEITZER: I’d like to reflect back on the URI process and how much we gained from that process in
terms of collaboration. The 23 colleges and universities really came together in a collaborative effort and
several very positive proposals came out of that. One
was to, rather than looking at the shrinking pool of
high school grads and increased competition between
local colleges address K through 12 pipelines. Right
now, 87 percent of white students graduate from Capital Region high schools, but only 65 percent of Hispanics and 59 percent of African Americans graduate.
If we could increase the rate of Hispanics and African
Americans up to the rate of the white graduates, that
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percent of our students are first generation college-goers. We have 25 percent of the Albany population living below the poverty line. Maybe as a positive byproduct, we can create the sort of college town effect that
will continue to draw people to the region and work
against the demographics so we can remain healthy
as a college town.
COLLINS: Do you know what’s the state that attracts
the most out-of-state students into their higher education system?
BALDWIN: Vermont?

DONNA ABBOTT-VLAHOS

pool would not be shrinking. So if we as colleges can
work together to help with the K through 12 issues,
then our pool would be pretty robust.

?

What is your college doing to try to make
tuition more affordable?

OUELLETTE: A lot of things. We’re well endowed so

we’re able to offer a lot of our students scholarships, and
we sort of use traditional methods to keep law school
affordable. Collaborations, I think, are really important
as we look forward, and how do we live with what the
market will bear, which is not much in terms of tuition
increases. We can’t just raise our tuition as we create
new programs. So our affiliation with the University at
Albany is allowing to us grow some programs and provide opportunities for our students that we don’t have
to pay for. So we have agreements where business students and tech students and graduate students from the
university can take courses at the law school for free,
and our students can cross-register in special business classes and tech courses at the university. We just
approved an accelerated two-year JD program. The faculty approved a program so that folks who have been out
working will be able to accelerate their JD into a twoyear program that will cost less and allow them to get
back into the workforce a whole year earlier.
COLLINS: In the Higher Education Opportunity Pro-

gram, we have probably 300 qualified students that
come to that. We can accept about 15. They graduate
at a higher rate than our average student population
because of the support we put around them. I’m terrified to think about what happens to the other 285
students we don’t accept into our higher education
program. What happens to them? I think they fall by
the wayside. And shame on us. So those kinds of programs are critical in terms of the under-represented
students that graduate at lower rates. They’re qualified
intellectually but their backgrounds don’t allow them.
I think that’s something that I think we collectively
agree on. How do we do it?

?

To what extent does a college have to
subsidize its tuition?

HAYNES: One of the key things we really need to do is
walk them through that financial aid process. It’s getting easier, but it’s not easy. Additionally, we do offer a
lot of scholarships through our foundation to students
who cannot afford it. But one of the things we’re really,
really working on is trying to get clearer pathways to
graduation. The other one we’re looking at is the cost of

textbooks, which is significant. Next year, our project is
to look at open educational resources where students
do not have to buy the textbooks, and they’re developing that access online so that students don’t necessarily
have to buy the textbooks, which will save them a lot.

?

Jim, how many of your distance learning
students need some sort of financial aid?

BALDWIN: A significant number of our students take
advantage of federal financial aid. The federal government has not kept up with increases in cost in higher
education when it comes to supporting active military.
And what we end up doing is subsidizing that to some
extent, and that requires us to increase tuition for our
non-military students.
The reality is that we are competitors in a sense. But
as the sector changes and as the business changes, I really do think it’s to our advantage to think about ourselves
as collaborators. We are providing consulting services to
institutions primarily outside of this region to help them
in their efforts to produce online programs.
With respect to K-12, I don’t think we can do enough
there. When we look at the (graduation rates and) number of students that we’re losing, that represents tremendous loss for our society, for our economy, for our
culture.

?

What can The Sage Colleges or St. Rose
do for a third-grader or a fifth-grader that
is having trouble academically and comes
from a tough family background?

GRONDAHL: It starts with preparing great teachers who
understand the change that schools are going through,
the change in the demographics. For example, we have
a help yourself academy with a school very close to St.
Rose where we bus students from that school just a
couple of blocks to the College of St. Rose. Most of these
are inner city kids from low income populations where
they come to be taught by student teachers. It’s really intentionally embedded in the curriculum ways to
allow our students, our prospective teachers, to actually see what’s happening in the K-12 system and make
a difference for that third- or fourth-grader. … If you’re
not from a family where an extended family member
went to college, you’re the first generation. To be able
to envision yourself as a prospective college student is
a really key factor in even thinking about college.
STELLAR: This is very important, the way we can collaborate. We have the Educational Opportunity Program. We graduate black students at the same rate as
an average student, and that is unusual in America. 41

COLLINS: The most out of state into the state for higher education: New York State. Shame on us that GE
chose to locate their headquarters in the Boston area.
One of the main reasons was that the talent pool was
perceived to be in the Boston region. 23 colleges. We
should have been all over that with the governor.
We have the best talent pool right here in Albany, 23
colleges.
We’ve just adopted a Master of Arts and Teaching in STEM education. We have a student-led company that’s now a profitable company, it focuses on
introducing robots into curriculum K-12. And yet,
who knows that? Who understands the effort we’re
putting in to attract students? We’re doing a lot of
things, but we’re not talking about the collaboration.
SCHWEITZER: Every year, in the Capital Region, there
are 25,000 students attending colleges from out of
state. The University at Albany and Albany Med are
doing a program called Health Leads so families that
have health-related issues will have an oversight team
to make sure, among other things, the children continue to go to school.
BEATTY: Something that The Sage Colleges does is a
direct one-on-one mentoring program targeted at middle school students where they pair up with someone
from the college. And it’s a certain number of hours a
week where the mentor helps the student, not so much
exactly with the academic, although that is a part of
it, but also with just what comes next. You’re a middle-schooler. What comes next? Why should you even
be interested in going to college? How do you get there?
STELLAR: Are those mentors your undergraduates?
BEATTY: Yes. It’s undergraduates, it’s employees, sometimes it’s staff.
OUELLETTE: We do that as well. Our law students have
a number of programs where they go into elementary
schools and do some teaching of law, the big trial of
the big bad wolf. The students love it. It also grows as
a pipeline for students in the high school. And I think
all of our students can do a lot just by getting out there.
BALDWIN: At Excelsior College, we have a pilot where
we have high school students taking online open
educational resource courses that we have designed
examinations for. If they take the course under the
supervision of a local teacher and they test out of the
course successfully, they are eligible for Excelsior College credit. So we see that as an added value over AP.
Because AP, you may or may not get that college credit.
Before I came to the college, I worked with John Ebersole in the college to create an online program, primarily for elementary school teachers, in how to teach
21st century math. The courses are ready and we’ll be
rolling them out soon.
Having been on the K-12 side, (once a month) we
would bring a researcher in, somebody who was doing
educational research, to talk to our superintendents
and really to give them a sense of what is happening
out there.

