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Before I move to the university’s planning and budget effort, let me situate my 
subsequent and rather focused comments in a broader context. I want to trace some of the 
silver linings that I may see in what at first glance appears to be a rather dark and cloudy 
horizon. It is almost axiomatic that economic crises present opportunities for those who 
have the eyes to see and the will to act. At this moment, imagining the future will serve 
us better than mourning the past. This is not a moment to circle the wagons and hunker 
down into comfortable patterns of proceeding. Now is the time to further develop and 
sharpen our core strengths in teaching/learning, scholarship and service, as well as launch 
bold new initiatives that deliver an even better educational experience that will increase 
the total number of graduate and undergraduate students we serve. 
 
The state of the global economy offers USF opportunities to increase its magnetic pull 
among the field of competing institutions, as well as with our current students. It is far 
more efficient to increase student satisfaction with their USF learning experience during 
these challenging times than to have to recruit their replacements. Positive signs for USF 
include a Spring enrollment that is 101% of what was projected and a retention rate for 
our 2007 freshman class that increased by 2% to just over 85%. Our undergraduate and 
graduate applications are about even with last year’s, which were the largest in history. 
National and international admissions are up and the yield is holding, so quality remains 
constant. The numbers for our Spring Preview Days for prospective students — those 
who are accepted but not deposited — are running higher than ever before. We have had 
to relocate these presentations to larger spaces — from McLaren to Swig Pavilion — in 
order to accommodate the unanticipated numbers. These strong, positive omens are due 
in large part to the dedication of a faculty and staff fully engaged in student learning a 
story that our colleagues in admissions, financial aid and enrollment services share with 
thousands of applicants interested in a USF education. Now it remains for us to carefully 
monitor deposits and assess student capacity to pay tuition and fees. 
 
In line with our desire to more effectively recruit and retain students, we have completely 
redesigned new student orientations for both mid-summer and the pre-opening of classes. 
In June, new students will register through an on-line tutorial program that is imaginative, 
personalized and rigorously tested. We believe that having students select their course of 
studies in early summer significantly increases our hold on them and allows for a whole 
new approach to orientation. The mid-summer “Discover USF” program — consistent 
with USF 2028 — is a highly imaginative and engaging introduction to the City and the 
University for incoming students. It replaces a totally on-campus experience that treated 
students as passive recipients of information. The new program actively introduces 
students to an historical, a cultural and a service site in the City guided only by clues 
delivered via cell phones on a somewhat sophisticated “scavenger hunt” that uses public 
transportation to get out and about. All in all, this is a much more dynamic introduction to 



what the University and the City offer. August orientation will focus on promoting a 
sense of community among students and introducing them to their schools and majors 
through interactive programming that avoids information overload. For these exciting, 
new innovative programs, we are grateful to Assoc. Dean of Arts and Sciences Peter 
Novak, the Orientation Committee and faculty and IT staff who participated in 
programming the on-line registration. 
 
As the country scrambles to respond effectively to the economy, education is surfacing as 
a top priority for the Obama administration, which has allocated more than $100 billion 
toward education in its economic stimulus package. In his column in the New York 
Times, Nicholas Kristof cited the new Secretary of Education, who said, “We have to 
educate our way to a better economy, that’s the only way long term to get there.”  Kristof 
further called attention to a book by two Harvard Professors, The Race Between 
Education and Technology.  The book argues persuasively that “America became the 
world’s leading nation largely because of its emphasis on mass education at a time when 
other countries educated only elites (often, only male elites).” [NYT 2.15.09] 
 
While this conviction about the value of higher education appears not to have trickled 
down to the state level, the Obama administration understands that the country cannot 
afford to let education become the prerogative of only a privileged few rather than the 
benefit of all qualified individuals, without sacrificing the economic well being of the 
entire nation. 
 
Now is an opportune moment for USF to capitalize on higher education’s centrality in the 
current administration’s strategic thinking and respond by making every effort to 
strengthen USF’s Jesuit education and keep it accessible to a broad cross current of 
society. Thus USF’s 2028 emphasis on our defining characteristics is critically important 
if the University is to maintain its distinctiveness in the increasingly crowded and 
competitive market place of higher education. Henceforth, all of our energy must sharply 
focus on improving overall educational quality by embracing academic rigor and 
integrated learning, highlighting our Jesuit Catholic tradition, educating from a genuinely 
global perspective and taking full advantage of all the opportunities presented by our San 
Francisco location and the diversity of our community. We have a lot of rich raw 
materials to work with in polishing the final product that we offer our students and 
society. 
 
I am confident that we are of a size and nimbleness that allow us to capitalize on the 
positive underpinnings beneath an iceberg that most folks can only see the tip of. My 
review of our current  planning and budget should be viewed in the largely positive 
context sketched out above, where successfully navigating the downturn requires more 
than cutting costs and increasing efficiencies, though both are clearly called for, they are 
not enough. This is a time for vision, imagination, energy and action tempered by a 
prudence that capitalizes on latent opportunities without jeopardizing the enterprise or 
compromising our mission of educating leaders to fashion a more humane and just world. 



So let me proceed to some nuts and bolts stuff, prefaced with my assumption that you 
have viewed the video previously sent out to the entire university community. 
 
The following comments were accompanied by a Powerpoint slideshow referenced by 
[slide number] 
 
[Slide One]  Our strategy is proactive in the sense of preparing for whatever the future 
brings. This includes budget adjustments to meet the shifting financial currents: short 
term interest rates reduce anticipated revenue from tuition; fluctuating long term interest 
rates increase borrowing costs; drop in endowment which affects budget income, 
especially for financial aid; capacity to pay tuition will be seriously restricted with 
decreases in discretionary income. Two prongs to our planning: (1) Budget for FY10 and 
(2) issues for subsequent action. 
 
SCHEDULE 1:  The Budget Process 
 
Salary increases respect faculty and staff as key to USF’s continued success and we keep 
our colleagues as a top priority in planning for future; financial aid is another major 
priority. 
 
SCHEDULE 2:  Review the list of Action Items 
 
[Slide Two] Endowment dip costs us about $2.9 million dollars in funded financial aid; 
our FY10 accounts for the drop in endowment and increase in need. Increase of 14% to 
financial aid. This, in the context of a 3% tuition increase, lowest in 30 years. Clearly this 
budget focuses on maintaining access for quality students as top priority for USF. 
 
[Slide Three] Quick overview of the expense side of the university shows that 
compensation is far and away the largest most critical single investment. Note increases 
and decreases of various columns over the past two years. 
 
SCHEDULE 3: Listing of New Programs 
 
We are not focusing simply on cost cutting measures. A most important part of our 
planning is tapping opportunities for new programs, some of which we can do 
immediately by enlarging current offerings or addition additional cohorts; other new 
programs will come a bit later; some ideas are still in the formulating stage, but not too 
far off. 
 
SCHEDULE 4: Listing of Programs Under Consideration 
 
Before I open up to questions, let me conclude by thanking all of you for your 
cooperation and support over the past seven months. The University has, thus far, 
responded energetically and prudently to the economic downturn because of your 



responsiveness to the challenges we are facing. Together, we have successfully navigated 
some choppy waters and are prepared to respond to whatever lies ahead.   
 
Let me conclude with a story from Toni Morrison’s Nobel acceptance speech which you 
may have already heard at commencement several years ago but bears repeating in this 
context. 
 
    Once upon a time there was an old woman. She was blind but very wise. 
 
    The woman is the daughter of slaves, black, American, and lives alone in a small house 
outside of town. Her reputation for wisdom is without question. The honor she is paid 
and the awe in which she is held reach to places far away; to the city where the wisdom 
of rural prophets is the source of much amusement. 
 
    One day the woman is visited by some young people who are bent on disproving her 
clairvoyance and showing her up for the fraud they believe she is. Their plan is simple: 
they enter her house and ask the one question the answer to which rides solely on her 
difference from them, a difference they regard as a profound disability: her blindness. 
They stand before her, and one of them says, “Old woman, I hold in my hand a bird. Tell 
me whether it is living or dead.” 
 
    She does not answer, and the question is repeated. “Is the bird I am holding living or 
dead?” 
 
    Still she doesn’t answer. She is blind and cannot see her visitors, let alone what is in 
their hands. She does not know their color, gender or homeland. She only knows their 
motive. 
 
    The old woman’s silence is so long, the young people have trouble holding back their 
laughter. 
 
    Finally she speaks and her voice is soft but stern. “I don’t know,” she says. “I don’t 
know whether the bird you are holding is dead or alive, but what I do know is that it is in 
your hands. It is in your hands.” 

 


	Town Hall Meeting Rev. Stephen A. Privett, S.J., President of the University of San Francisco April 14, 2009 | McLaren Center

