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I feel a little bit like the boy - or in this case - the girl, who cried, "wolf." 
I'm sure that you recall that my normal optimism was at an extremely low level throughout much of February, March and April. All of our standard indicators were saying that we would not enroll the class. Colleges across the Midwest were going back in and modifying enrollment projections and changing budgets and the overall economy wasn't helping. Families were worried about sending their children away from home and wondering how they would afford it. 

From morning 'til night, one thought consumed me - Would we fill the class? 

Nothing prepared me for May - with the spring floods came a deluge of deposits, and by the 3rd of May we had achieved our enrollment goal of 750. But, realizing that we always experience a summer "melt" of between 30-35 students, we honored all offers of admission that had been made prior to May 1st and saw our first year numbers go up as high as 795. Summer came and there was good news and bad news - yes, melt arrived - but only 15 students chose to withdraw.

And so - we're not only full, we're really full - but as I've said in other years - they are really great.

On Saturday morning, 785 first year students, 44 transfer students and 10 international exchange students will become a part of the St. Olaf community. They will come from 45 states and represent more than 20 countries and will speak one of 26 foreign languages. They will join our 2,154 returning students to bring us to a total projected enrollment of 2,993.

Academically, our first year students are perhaps the strongest the college has seen in the past decade. The average SAT rose 20 points to 1270 and the ACT composite score held steady at 27. One student arrives with a perfect 800 Verbal 800 Math scores while a classmate presented a perfect 36 on the ACT. These two students had one thing in common - both are among the 32% of our incoming class that have had at least one member of their family attend St. Olaf. 

The median high school rank is the 90th percentile - with 15% of the incoming students having been valedictorian or salutatorian. 19% earned a perfect 4.0 average. The incoming class attended 460 different high schools with graduating classes that ranged in size from 23 to 993. A growing number of students were home schooled or participated in distance learning. One student indicated that he was "unschooled." 17% of our students will be first generation students.

This year's students challenged themselves via International Baccalaureate programs, Post Secondary Education Options and Advanced Placement exams. Last year, 39% of the incoming class submitted AP exams for credit - this year, 44% did, with 56% of the scores submitted being at the level of 3 or above.

The number of applications from students identifying themselves as multicultural students increased by 23% and enabled us to increase the number of multicultural students enrolling from 58 to 68: 65 first year students and 3 transfer students. The number of students who have identified themselves as biracial or other continues to grow, as does the number of students who choose not to provide that information.

But as President Thomforde has made clear, diversity at St. Olaf is not limited to ethnicity. As one applicant wrote, "Diversity comes in all forms. It can be in race/ethnicity; it can be in views and experiences; it can also be in interests and the gifts that God gives people." 

Diversity at St. Olaf takes many shapes. We continue to meet the full-demonstrated need of students admitted to St. Olaf. This year, 473 students will receive need based aid with an average St. Olaf gift award of $10,366 compared to 450 students a year ago who received average need based gift awards of $9,261.

This year, 53% of the incoming class have identified themselves as Lutherans - the largest number in some years - but the class also includes Jewish students, Muslim students, Quakers and Mormons. 

In addition to the 24 students who we have identified as international, we have two students who hold dual citizenships, 3 students who are political refugees and 6 students who are recent immigrants seeking U.S. citizenship. At least 5 students have lived most of their lives abroad and another 25 have spent at least a year living abroad. They will truly add to and strengthen our global perspective. 

We have new students who have lived their entire life on an open Indian reservation and students who have lived in remote Alaskan villages. But even our blond haired, blue eyed Norwegian students will contribute to creating a diverse community.

A student from Milwaukee wrote: "I have lived diversity. My neighborhood's composition of black families, Bi-racial families, white families, Asian families; homosexual as well as heterosexual families creates diversity. In my classrooms at the high school of the arts I am surrounded by Hispanic, African American, Asian American and European American students, as well as people of various sexual orientations. In my religious life I am a member of a Lutheran congregation comprised of Native Americans, Latin Americans, African Americans, Asian Americans and European Americans; suburbanites and city dwellers, homosexuals and heterosexuals - all of whom worship together in a faith community. I have grown up in a family with three African American siblings, while I am Caucasian - I have lived diversity."

Another student from Edison High School in Minneapolis wrote: "I have learned from teachers who are Native American, South American, African American, East Indian, Korean, Hmong and Northern European, male, female, Christian, atheist, heterosexual, homosexual conservative and liberal. My classmates speak 48 languages and represent just as many cultures. Learning and interacting in this environment introduced me to different points of view that culture, ethnicity, socio-economic status and religion all shape. These rich and varied experiences all help me to define diversity." 

Our community will be strengthened by these students.

In addition to being students who challenged themselves academically, your new students/new advisees will be students who have challenged themselves outside of the classroom. In addition to having students who will sing in the choir and perform with the band and orchestra, we have students who can play the steel drums and another who can - at the same time - play and dance the Irish Reel. We have students who have learned to play the Viola d'amore, performed in a Korean percussion band, sung four part harmony in Sweet Adelines and been a member of a dance group called "She's Got Feet."

In addition to students who are varsity athletes in the 27 sports St. Olaf fields, we have students who are certified sky divers, lacrosse players, national equestrienne champions, speed skaters, champion figure skaters, have been a member of a roller hockey team, have canoed 650 miles in 52 days, been a member of the junior world biathlon team and for the second time since I came to St. Olaf, we have a student who competes in Dragon Boats - coming in 3rd in national competition. 

You'll meet Slugger - the sea dog mascot for the Portland Sea Dogs, a minor league baseball team in Maine - and perhaps you'll get to know the student who played in the International Somalian Soccer Festival. Your students may have been the Easter bunny at a local mall . . . created an advice column for elementary students called "Ask Mr. Bear". . . been the semifinalist in the geography bee . . . organized and directed a puppet ministry . . . or served as a volunteer fire fighter.

Perhaps your advisee will be one of the 5 students who were active members of a gay/straight alliance, or one who studied samurai fighting, played with the Hawaii Suzuki Strings, is skilled in storytelling, ran the Twin Cities marathon, or was on the cover of the American Horse Show Association Magazine.

You may find students in your class who have built a recording studio, volunteered at the Hollydazzle parade or recently celebrated their 3rd year of sobriety. Perhaps you'll find a student who has been a naval sea cadet or our student from Arizona who was granted secret level security clearance for a department of defense project, and if you're really lucky, you'll get to know our student who came in 8th in the world champion yo-yo competition. 

As the year goes on, I hope that you'll get to know our student who has a degenerative hearing disease, or the student who didn't walk until he was 5 because of cerebral palsy. And I hope that you will be fortunate to have a young man from Faribault in your classroom. His teacher wrote:

I ask St. Olaf to take a good look at this young man. Christopher is a true joy to teach and to know. He has so much to offer, not only with his intellect and demeanor, but also in terms of being an outstanding model for the truest motivation for education - the true joy and love of learning. When I see how eager Chris is to learn, how he is always seeking more knowledge and continually challenging himself intellectually; I am in awe. I am in awe of his untiring focus, in the honesty and purity of his heart, soul and mind, and in his drive to learn for the sake of learning. Chris learns because it is there, because it is unknown, because it is being taught and because it can be learned.

Christopher has Duchennes Muscular Dystrophy, a progressive, degenerative disease, and is confined to a wheelchair.

As his teacher wrote: "Death comes to us all but most of us have the opportunity to at least believe that we will live life to an old age. Christopher does not have the luxury of those thoughts or those beliefs. Yet he lives his life fully, with openness, with honesty and with authenticity."

We will be a richer community because of Chris and his fellow students.

We now turn our sights to the Class of 2007 - and will continue to work hard towards enrolling the kinds of students who will strengthen St. Olaf for the future. I am pleased to announce that Jeff McLaughlin, Class of '92, has accepted the position of Director of Admissions. Jeff has done an outstanding job this past year - as did every member of the admissions team. They are not all here this morning but to those who are - you're absolutely the best. Thank you for all that you have done to bring these young men and women to St. Olaf.

I would also like to thank Pamela Mannebach and her staff for working diligently to find beds for all of our new students - no small task when you are housing 38 more students than a year ago. Similar thanks to all of the custodial staff who has helped get the campus ready for Move-In Day.

We would also like to thank all of the coaches who have worked with us to recruit student athletes and to the conductors of our performing groups who have helped us enroll outstanding musicians. 

But most of all, a special thank you to all the members of the St. Olaf Faculty - we thank you for all that you have done to help create this class - from helping with Fall Open House, Spring Open House, Minnesota Private College Week and Junior Days, from interviewing on Scholars' Day to auditioning students during Music Scholars' weekend - not to mention the more than 350 personal interviews you held on campus- you have helped these students understand the true value of a St. Olaf education. 

We hope that the Class of 2006 will be a welcome addition to your classrooms, to your labs, to the rehearsal rooms and to the playing fields. We hope you find them ready for the intellectual challenges, ready to embrace and create a new life, ready for all the things that St. Olaf will offer. 

 

