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Janet Holmgren
President

Mills College

5000 MacArthur Blvd.
Oakland, CA 94613

Dear President Holmgren:

At its meeting on November 4-5, 2004, the Commission considered the report of
the evaluation team which visited the College on March 9-11, 2004. The
Commission also had access to the Fifth-Year Special Visit Report submitted by
the College in preparation for the visit, the proposed corrections of errors of fact,
which were not able to be incorporated into the final team report, and your letter
to the Commuission of June 1, 2004, responding to the Special Visit report.

The Mills Fifth-Year Special Visit Report was well-written .and described a
significant level of activity on the part of various elements of the campus
community in the development of the report, as well as the steps taken by the
College to respond to issues raised by the Commission and visiting team
following the 1999 comprehensive visit. The special visit focused on the
implementation of the College’s EdD program and strategic planning, enrollment
management, finances and assessment. In addition, because the new Standards
of Accreditation have been implemented since the 1999 visit, all special visits are
expected to address how institutions are organizing to respond to the new
Commission Standards regarding student learning outcomes and Educational
Effectiveness. Thus, this was an additional focus of the visit.

The Commission noted that since the last visit, the College has taken steps with
respect to each of these issues, and the team reported that progress has been
made in several areas. The Commission understands that you have questioned
some of the findings of the team in your June 1, 2004 letter, and offered
additional information. In reviewing the team report, the Commission considers
several dimensions—the progress made by the College since the last visit, the
momentum or trajectory evidenced in the team findings, and the status of the
institution in relation to Commission Standards. While the special visit was not
intended to be a comprehensive review, the Commission applies the framework
of the Standards as the basis for its actions, and in this instance, considered the
progress of the College within the broad framework of the 2001 Standards.
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Since the 1999 visit, the College has completed a successful fundraising campaign, developed
a new Strategic Plan for 2003-07, and increased its graduate enrollments beyond its historic
masters programs and the EdD with the initiation of an MBA program. The EdD program
has been successfully implemented and, as noted by the team, operates with high quality.
The College has begun the process of reviewing its undergraduate programs, launching a
new general education program and closing two programs due to faculty retirements and an

analysis of enrollments and costs.

The evaluation team made a number of recommendations for further attention by the
College, which the Commission endorses. The Commission also identified several issues for
institutional attention, highlighted below. As the Colleges moves forward to address these
issues, in fulfillment of its own Strategic Plan as well as in response to Commission
concerns, the Commission urges the College to work more directly with the Commission
Standards, which can serve as a useful framework. This is particularly true for the area of
student learning assessment and Educational Effectiveness. In 1ts comments below, the
Commuission has referenced areas under the Standards of relevance and attention.

Institutional Finances and Financial Planning. In the dialogue with the College
regarding the team report, there has been considerable discussion about the use of quasi-
endowment funds (or funds functioning as endowment) to launch several College initiatives
and to cover institutional operational expenses. Several statements from the team are

relevant:

In the past five years instead of building reserves and endowment, the
College has continued its “initiatives” strategy. For these five years beginning
in fiscal 1998-99, initiatives totaled $15404,000 ... with an additonal
$985,000 budgeted for fiscal 2003-04. The market value of the endowment
has decreased from $170 million in 1998 to $139 million in fiscal 2003.

The team indicates that in 2003 the Board declared an end to these draws from institutional
quasi-endowment, and endorses this action and the new budgetary parameters set by the
2003-07 Strategic Plan. There is some difference in view over the extent to which the Board
acted in each instance to use reserve funds to initiate new plans prior to their initiation or to
cover operational deficits incurred during this period, but the most important factor for the
Commission is the concern that the institution has been drawing down its quasi-endowment
for so many years and for such significant amounts, that it raises questions about the
sustainability of College operations without the use of reserves.

The Commission was encouraged by your report in your June 1, 2004 letter that these
initiatives are reported now to be self-sustaining and that the draw on reserves to cover
operating expenses as well as new initiatives 1s expected to cease. This will need to be shown
by financial results over the next few years. Moreover, the College will need to maintain the
close monitoring that is now in place for the review of budgets and fiscal performance






