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Monday, April 14, 2008

Trustees Are Playing a Greater Role in Managing 
Colleges' Risks
By BRAD WOLVERTON

Boston

Trustees are stepping up their oversight of colleges and universities as institutions seek to broaden their revenue sources 
and as government and public scrutiny of higher education continues to increase, a panel of management experts said here 
on Sunday during the opening day of the annual conference of the Association of Governing Boards of Universities and 
Colleges. 

Across the country, board members are hiring independent experts, attending seminars, and asking campus leaders and 
audit committees about operational risks they fear could harm their institutions. As the financial stewards of their colleges, 
boards have traditionally kept a close eye on the financial health of their institutions. But trustees, college presidents, and 
other observers here said that board members are becoming increasingly vigilant, shifting their attention beyond balanced 
budgets and into broader areas affecting the reputations of colleges.

"Trustees are taking a harder look at a wider set of potential liabilities and putting a dollar number on those risks," said 
Mark J. Wright, a trustee at Ripon College, in Wisconsin. "It's not enough to ask what-if scenarios. You have to identify the
risks and understand them better."

More Areas of Concern

Trustees said their biggest concerns were ensuring campus safety, monitoring Congressional inquiries into presidents' pay 
and endowment distributions, meeting environmental standards in construction, and making sure colleges understand the 
liabilities that could arise from their employees' electronic correspondence.

Money continues to be a major worry, too. Trustees said they were spending more time looking at projected demographic 
changes that may hurt enrollments. And as the credit and stock markets continue to suffer, they are keeping an eye on 
investment decisions and how institutions are structuring long-term debt.

International expansion is also exposing institutions to new stresses, some trustees said. "We've got programs in China, the
Czech Republic, Slovakia, Romaniaâ€”all over the world," said Randy J. Aliment, a trustee at City University of Seattle.
"What happens when you enter into an agreement with a country, and they don't pay up, or they do things that jeopardize
your accreditation?"

To help protect the Seattle institution against potential problems, Mr. Aliment, a lawyer, has traveled overseas twice in 
recent months to help campus officials iron out agreements.

Mr. Wright, who owns a company that makes energy-efficient windows and doors, has met with general contractors to 
ensure that Ripon College keeps up with building codes and regulations while containing costs.

Protecting Reputations

Many boards are paying increased attention to issues that could harm the public's perception of their institutions, Carl 
(Tobey) Oxholm III, executive vice president and chief of staff at Drexel University, told attendees during a session 
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yesterday.

"It's not so much financial risks that colleges are concerned about these days," he said. "We're more worried about our 
reputation."

During a discussion about their biggest worries, trustees spent a while talking about the pitfalls of electronic 
communication on campus. They are concerned that as institutions face litigation, they will have to turn over potentially 
damaging internal communications because those records cannot be destroyed as easily as paper communication.

E-mail messages are not the only records available during litigation; increasingly, trial lawyers are scrutinizing changes in
documents. "Someone may ask, You took this paragraph out of this documentâ€”why?" Mr. Aliment said. He encouraged
trustees to help colleges develop policies to discuss how and when to wipe out records.

The best way to discover threats to an institution is by performing a full assessment of its weak spots, Mr. Oxholm said. 
Drexel University, in Philadelphia, had an independent company interview 80 employees during a recent risk-management 
exercise.

He cautioned trustees to be careful what they asked for. "Don't ask for information," he said, "if you don't want to know the
answers."
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