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Abstract
In 2017, Deep Springs College changed its admissions policy which, to that point, had only allowed men
to enroll as students. This historical paper examines the foundations of this distinctive college and how
its atypical mission and policies made the shift to coeducation so prolonged and contentious. The paper
concludes by reflecting on Deep Springs College as a philanthropic institution, one which relies almost
entirely on donations to support its operations and does not charge tuition from any of its students. By
viewing internal discord over coeducation as a model philanthropic issue, scholars of higher education
can reframe the ways in which policy change is accepted or deferred in more complex institutions.
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Deep Springs College is an exception. It is small, isolated, and wholly non-reliant on federal
funding. As a tuition-free college, it depends on philanthropic support to maintain its operations. One
recurring issue is the fear that changes to the college’s traditions might affect that philanthropic
support.

In this paper, | focus on one of these shifting traditions: coeducation. It took Deep Springs one
hundred years to admit its first female student. | will examine how issues of founder’s intent,
institutional culture, and disagreements over governance at a student-centered institution delayed the
implementation of coeducation. Furthermore, | will reflect on the unique case of Deep Springs as a
philanthropically-reliant institution and how their case can be a model for addressing institutional
mission ambiguity and fears over the potential loss of alumni support.

What Is Deep Springs College?
L.L. Nunn’s Unusual Institution

Deep Springs would not exist without the philanthropy of its founder, L.L. Nunn. In 1896, he
founded the Telluride Power Company in Colorado, becoming an entrepreneur in hydroelectricity and
power transmission (Newell, 2003, p. 23). As his company grew more successful — and he grew more
wealthy — Nunn began to focus on what he could do with that wealth to invest in the things he most
valued (Anderson & Diehl, 2004, p. 2).

One issue he faced was how to recruit the next generation of capable power plant managers
and engineers when the technology was so new and there was no established pathway into the
industry. Nunn’s solution was to recruit male high school graduates into apprenticeships with his
company, apprenticeships which would also contain elements of an undergraduate education (Newell,
2024, p. 3). He would select for potential leaders by having these students apprentice in a range of
power plants while also living together and studying liberal arts subjects part-time. The most successful
members of these cohorts would have their studies paid for by the company, so long as they studied
electrical engineering at Cornell or Ohio State.

Eventually, however, the board of directors at Telluride balked at the expense of hiring tutors,
paying for housing, and covering the tuition of students when they could just hire college graduates
directly (Smith et al., 2000, p. 6). This refutation of Nunn’s plan for guided study and community building
as educational foundations led him to sell his ownership stake in the company and focus on education
full-time.

In Nunn’s educational self-study, he favored the work of John Dewey more than anyone else.
From Dewey, Nunn came to conclude that education required practical experiences with natural
consequence to spur growth, a purposely selected environment to focus all energies toward the
educational project, and the importance in including diverse voices from empowered students (Dewey,
1938; Newell, 2024, p. 5). This was a vision of hands-on education where students learned as an
outgrowth of how they lived. As someone who made his way in the world through practical innovation,
Nunn did not want students to engage solely in conceptual labor.

Nunn maintained his support for Cornell, endowing an organization there to provide housing for
Telluride employees who studied at the university (Smith et al., 2000, p. 7). However, he still hoped to
build a program of his own that focused on foundations of the liberal arts, living up to Dewey’s ideals of
education and experience.

The Deep Springs College Program

In 1917, Nunn decided to take his project further west. He purchased the Deep Springs ranch,
along with its water rights, in the desert terrain of eastern California (Goodyear, 2006). Subsidizing the
operation of the new enterprise — which he named Deep Springs College — with a $2 million
endowment, Nunn oversaw the recruitment of the college’s first class of thirteen men (Anderson &
Diehl, 2004, p. 1). This pattern has repeated ever since, with up to thirteen new first-year students
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joining the two-year program each summer, resulting in a total student body of no more than twenty-six
students at any one time (Smith et al., 2000, p. 2).

While this endowment was the primary means of supporting the college for its first decades, the
need for further philanthropic support would eventually force the Deep Springs community to revisit
what was most essential in Nunn’s founding vision (Newell, 2015). Questions about coeducation and the
composition of the student body were a common point of debate throughout the history of Deep
Springs (Smith et al., 2000). The college’s stakeholders have been more consistent in their support for
the institution’s other distinguishing elements: labor, isolation, and self-governance (Love, 2021).

Labor

One of the conditions of Nunn’s endowment was that students never be charged tuition, instead
requiring a commitment to “strenuous self service” on behalf of the community (Smith et al., 2000, p. 5;
Newell, 2024, p. 13). This service manifests in rotating job assignments across the Deep Springs Valley,
lands which support both a cattle ranch and alfalfa farm. There are also service positions in the college
buildings, like cooks, mechanics, and accountants (Smith et al., 2000, p. 2). These jobs are rotational,
such that every student will hold every job at least once across their two years at Deep Springs
(Kimpton, 1937). This even includes two students serving as voting members on the board of trustees
each year, an amount of responsibility not typically delegated to teenagers (Newell, 2003). The college
presents itself as favoring a democratic education, and student participation at all levels of governance
is just one element of that.

While students will do plenty of agricultural labor, the goal of the campus has never been
agricultural education in itself. Instead, the ranch is an avenue for lessons in leadership and
collaboration. This is all part of the institutional mission to use practical experience in the formation of
leaders who will, in keeping with the institution’s mission, serve humanity (Anderson & Diehl, 2004, p.
2).

Isolation

Building a college in a remote desert valley was not an accident. In focusing on Dewey’s principle
of crafting intentional education environments, Nunn decided that one of the college’s core values
needed to be “isolation.” Since the nearest town to Deep Springs is fifty miles away, isolation is
unavoidable, but it’s also an explicit policy: students are not allowed to leave or have visitors during
their two years on the campus (Newell, 2003).

Similarly, drugs and alcohol are not permitted so that students cannot mentally “escape” Deep
Springs. Instead, students are forced to confront every issue in the community while being both
mentally and physically present (Anderson & Diehl, 2004, p. 4). The result is an inward-looking college
community, one in which Nunn hoped students would discover individual capacities and self-reliance
without the option to depend on external support or diversion (Love, 2021).

Self-Governance

While the isolation and labor policies imply exceptional control of student behavior, Nunn also
envisioned a role for students’ self-governance. For example, the student government itself enforces all
the campus rules and the observance of the isolation policy; there are no campus police to do it for
them (Anderson & Diehl, 2004, p. 4). Students are also responsible for hiring all the faculty and choosing
which courses they teach. With most faculty only serving for a single semester at a time, students can
rapidly shift the focus of their curriculum with each new cohort (Anderson & Diehl, 2004, p. 7). This
process accounts for determining most of the available coursework, as there are only two required
courses across the two-year degree: an introductory writing course and a public speaking course which
each student must repeat every semester (Brieseth, 1983, p. 30). A few faculty will hold multi-year
contracts, but there is no tenure (Smith et al., 2000, p. 8). Despite the rapid turnover of students and
faculty, the core academic principles established by Nunn over a century ago are largely intact.
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Self-governance extends to admissions with students making the decisions on who will join
them in the desert each year. Despite the hardships required of the student body, about two hundred
applicants will compete for one of the thirteen available seats each year (Smith et al., 2000, p. 5).
Successful applicants must complete seven admissions essays, participate in a three-day visit of campus
where they contribute to the labor program, and impress their future peers during an hour-long
interview in person. With an admissions rate around 5% and a yield rate around 95% — not to mention
average SAT scores above 1500 — Deep Springs appears to have a statistical profile akin to the lvy
Leagues (Newell, 2015). In fact, many graduates will transfer to elite institutions following their two
years at Deep Springs, typically finding that the many demands of the desert make their time at more
well-known institutions easy in comparison (Brieseth, 1983).

Labor, isolation, and self-governance are all typically seen as essential to the Deep Springs
College experience (Hazelton, 2025). They support Nunn’s founding vision of building independent
thinkers, uniquely equipped to be future leaders (Newell, 2015). The question is, then, which kinds of
students should be included in this unique education arrangement.

Conflicts over the Deep Springs College Student Body’s Composition

While Deep Springs students have the power to decide who they will admit to the school, they
cannot control who applies. In its founding charter, L.L. Nunn specified that the institution was to admit
“promising young men” (Love, 2021). This meant that the Board of Trustees would not allow any
applications from women to be considered by the student admissions committee. But even before the
college could reckon fully with issues of gender in admissions, they had to work through other restrictive
conceptions on the composition of the student body which were stated less explicitly.

Racial and Demographic Exclusion

L.L. Nunn died in 1925, and his successors implemented a restrictive vision of what made a Deep
Springs man. Over the next thirty years, the institution maintained an informal “Jewish quota,” with the
Board of Trustees not allowing the students to admit more than two Jewish students per year (Newell,
2015, p. 199). Students of color were even more restricted with an outright ban on admission of non-
white students into the 1950’s (Newell, 2015, p. 201).

Even after these restrictions were formally lifted, the first black student was not admitted until
1969 and the second was not admitted until 1978. It took until the 1990’s for Asian-American and
international students to be admitted (Newell, 2015, p. 275). This points to the fact that whiteness
inspired whiteness. Even once the de jure racial restrictions were lifted, the fact that the alumni body
was overwhelmingly white meant that it was white prospective students who were most likely to hear
about the college in the first place (Newell, 2003).

Through the 1950’s, the Board of Trustees defended this exclusion as adapting to reality, not as
racist in itself. Their claim was that Deep Springs was founded to train future leaders, and since the
United States was a country that denied Jews and people of color the opportunity for public leadership,
it would be against their founding obligations to admit those students (Newell, 2015, p. 207). This logic
of only admitting “future leaders” even allowed them to justify restricting admission for Quakers, owing
to their belief that a conscientious objector could never be a leader in America (Newell, 2015, p. 207).
This selective adherence to the institution’s founding documents, an adherence which only reinforced
the status quo, manifested even more resiliently in the question of coeducation.

Coeducation at Deep Springs

For the first several decades of the college’s history, the issue of admitting women was not
considered. The “promising young men” clause in the charter seemed sufficient legal justification to
maintain Deep Springs permanently as a men’s college (Newell, 2003). Starting in the 1950’s, students
began to raise the issue. Owing to the membership of a student on the Board of Trustees, it was
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regularly considered — and rejected without a vote — through the 1980’s (Renda, 2017). In fact, the
student government passed a law requiring them to discuss the question of coeducation, at least among
themselves, every year (Hitz v. Hoekstra, 2017a).

The issue came to a head in 1994 when a woman applied and insisted that she was qualified,
demanding a response from the student admissions team as to why she could not join them (Goodyear,
2006). The Board decided that they needed to finally have a vote and make a public statement to
address this application and any future applications like it. In a 4-4 split vote, they failed to approve a
change in policy, meaning that the college would continue to only admit men (Newell, 2015, p. 293).

This had not been the first application from a woman, nor would it be the last. In fact, at least
one came through almost every year (Love, 2021). One Deep Springs president proposed founding a
separate college two miles away where female students could live and study, sharing in the common
labor of the valley, but that proposal too was rejected (Aird, 1997, p. 78). Enough trustees, along with
plenty of alumni, saw isolation from young women as an essential element of a Deep Springs education.

They were concerned that including women would only reinforce traditional gender roles, while
having an all-male student body forced young men to perform service labor which was traditionally
“female-coded” (Goodyear, 2006). It was an interesting logic, one which said that including women in
the student body would prevent male students from being broad-minded about issues of gender. Some
alumni found that they’d learned emotional vulnerability by being in an all-male environment, an aspect
they feared would be lost if male students were implicitly encouraged to “perform” masculinity. Doing
so would “... ruin something that is unique and uniquely possible... in an all-male environment”
(Goodyear, 2006).

In fact, these fears went all the way back to L.L. Nunn. In his early educational experiments,
Nunn blamed the proximity of women for the failure of his students to engage fully and wholeheartedly
with his curriculum (Aird, 1997, p. 77). This early hesitation led to a long-term fear that Deep Springs
could not handle the sexual politics that would come from a coeducational campus. Surrounded by a
desert expanse and living in an intense bubble, there were fears of teenage pregnancy and romantic
rivalry disrupting the institution’s educational heritage. Several alumni made it known that they would
cease donating to Deep Springs should the policy change, creating a financial barrier in addition to the
perceived legal barrier of the founding charter (Aird, 1997, p. 77).

Despite Deep Springs’ commitment to self-government, this was an issue on which the adults
tended to rule despite the students’ preferences. Students felt “rage” over the exclusion of women,
looking “forward to the day when this school no longer subscribes to a robber baron’s definition of who
can be a leader” (Smith, et al., 2000, p. 27). This kind of quote exemplifies at least a partial rejection of
Nunn’s founding vision from some Deep Springs students. Many saw the college’s project as being
incomplete without the inclusion of women into the student body. Rigid adherence to a founding vision
betrayed what was most valuable about their experience of the institution.

Most students had been in favor of coeducation for decades, but resistance to change was part
of what defined Deep Springs’ identity (Newell, 2015). Any change to the pattern of life Nunn had
mandated in 1917 was seen by many stakeholders as a potential threat to the institution remaining
recognizably itself. The point was to continue resisting the isomorphic forces of higher education that
threatened to make Deep Springs just like any other college.

If self-government could not move the needle, though, economics might. In the 1990’s, Deep
Springs faced an existential crisis: its endowment was running out faster than expected, donations were
not keeping pace with expenses, and mismanagement left them on track for closure within the decade
(Newell, 2015). In order to bridge the gap for their immediate needs, Deep Springs secured a $2 million
grant from the Telluride Association, another philanthropic body which had initially been endowed by
L.L. Nunn (Goodyear, 2006). The grant had a caveat, however, that if Deep Spring still had not adopted
coeducation by 2019, the grant would become a loan which the college would be obligated to pay back.
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This created a financial ticking time bomb. Either the college would need to get much better at raising
money and maintain its exclusionary policy, or they would need to revise their concept of what defined
a Deep Springs student.

Coeducation Goes to Court

After decades of pressure, the Board of Trustees took another vote on the issue of coeducation
in 2011. In a 7-2 vote, the Board decided to amend their charter, replacing the words “promising young
men” with “promising young people” (Newell, 2015, p. 354). The college began soliciting applications
from women in 2012, though these prospective students were alerted that their admissions decisions
could be reversed depending on court orders.

That caveat was due to the two dissenting Board members having sued the college following the
vote (Renda, 2017). They contended that changing this language was an illegal overreach, violating the
founding purpose of the institution as it existed from L.L. Nunn’s founding charter. The claim was that
Nunn’s inviolable intent was for the education of men specifically.

In 2013, the district court gave an initial ruling on the case, ordering a hold on admitting any
women to Deep Springs until both sides could work with the court to make a full legal determination
(Hitz v. Hoekstra, 2013). That injunction forced Deep Springs to revoke admission offers that it had made
to a group of young women and prevented the college from soliciting any more applications from
women until the legal proceedings were finalized.

It took four years for the case to be resolved. The district court, following its initial injunction,
ruled in favor of the college’s right to amend their founding documents. The California State Court of
Appeal heard the case and agreed with those findings (Hitz v. Hoekstra, 2017a). The objecting trustees
appealed the case to the California State Supreme Court, but that court declined to hear the case,
finding that the Court of Appeal had successfully addressed every legally valid concern in the case (Hitz
v. Hoekstra, 2017b).

The courts found that while Nunn’s deed and trust did specify that Deep Springs provided
education for “promising young men,” that single sentence was not sufficient to define the entire
purpose of the institution (Renda, 2017). For example, the courts confirmed that Nunn could not have
foreseen the place of women in American society evolving as it had. Inviting women into the social
project of Deep Springs was unthinkable in 1917, but the social and educational acceptability of that
exercise was a very different question a century later (Hitz v. Hoekstra, 2013). In fact, because the word
“men” only appeared once, the courts did not find it possible to say with certainty that the term was not
used to refer to humanity in general, rather than making education of men specifically the ultimate aim
of the institution (Renda, 2017).

The dissenting trustees contended that the formation of leaders would not be possible in the
same way without an all-male environment. This argument refers to long-held beliefs about the
development of a broad-minded masculinity depending on the absence of women. The courts, however,
decided that what made Deep Springs an effective learning environment was not a product of its
student gender composition (Hitz v. Hoekstra, 2017a).

Instead, the court pointed to the fact that, while gender limits had not changed at Deep Springs,
many other things had. For instance, the same deed and trust which held the “promising young men”
phrase also stated that the college would be dedicated to “life in harmony with the Creator” (Hitz v.
Hoekstra, 2017a). Similarly, when Nunn was alive, students’ “self-governance” only applied to policies
within their dormitory, but the idea had since expanded to include student membership on the Board of
Trustees, as well as a much broader degree of student leadership.

Any explicit focus on religious life disappeared in the first decades of the institution, and self-
governance evolved as a concept over time (Hitz v. Hoekstra, 2017b). That pointed to the possibility that
neither of these elements, despite being named in the deed and trust alongside “promising young men,”
were unalterable purposes of the institution. Instead, the court found the objectors could not prove that
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“promising young men” was not a “disposive” element, rather than “purposive” (Hitz v. Hoekstra,
2017a). What this means is that providing education for “promising young men” was actually a means
by which the college achieved its true, overarching purpose: training future leaders.

The objectors contended that the case was a cy-prés issue, one where the court was being asked
to alter the fundamental purpose of a charitable trust (Hitz v. Hoekstra, 2017b). But if the issue in
question was disposive, not purposive, the high threshold necessary for cy-prés was unnecessary, as the
court could much more easily modify a disposive element of a trust in order to maintain its ultimate
purpose (Hitz v. Hoekstra, 2017a). This allowed the college to argue that adhering to Nunn’s original
plan of a men’s college would inhibit the college’s ability to form future leaders, leaders who would both
work with women and be women.

With this argument, the courts accepted the college’s plan to amend its charter to educate
“promising young people” moving forward. While Deep Springs accepted its first class including women
the next year, they focused on how little they were changing. Every other element of the curriculum
remained in place. Students, staff, and leadership of the institution “resist[ed] saying that going coed
would make any kind of a huge change” (Love, 2021). Students even refused to change a traditional rule
that new students would have to swim naked in the spring upon arriving at the college. This rule, too,
remained in effect, because the students didn’t want to change anything unless they felt it was
unavoidable (Love, 2021). After decades of fighting for change, perhaps the students and stakeholders
of Deep Springs hope they will never need to do so again.

Implications for Philanthropy

There are a few lessons to be learned from this case for philanthropy generally. The first is that
fear of change can often be rooted in a misperception of how much bearing that change will have on the
philanthropy of an organization’s donors and potential donors. In the case of Deep Springs, the year
following court’s final ruling allowing coeducation saw the institution receive over $8 million in
donations, four times their annual average (Candid, 2025).

While public records do not indicate whether this was a few large donations or many small ones,
the uptick indicates that the policy change had some resonance among the college’s external
stakeholders. Of course, some of that philanthropy could have been the result of additional press
coverage of the change. That level of attention would not be likely to have occurred had the admissions
status quo remained in effect. The fact that donations fell back down to previous norms in the following
year indicates that this spike was likely a short-term vote of confidence in the coeducation policy
change.

This spike in donations was precisely the opposite of the fears which restrained the Board of
Trustees from acting in the 1990’s, fearing that changes to the coeducation policy would lead to an
immediate decline in donations at a time when the institution was at its most financially precarious.
Now, even if some donors did cease donating in response to coeducation, the college generated new
donors because of the change in policy. This could indicate that donors, most of whom would be
expected to have some personal or ideological connection with the college, were able to trust the
direction of a coeducation Deep Springs in a way they could not when it was a men’s college (Drezner et
al., 2020).

While a bird in hand may be worth two in the bush, imagining that you will never have a bird in
your hand ever again if you let one go is probably an overcorrection. Being overly protective of the anti-
coeducation contingent of alumni donors likely prevented Deep Springs from accessing other sources of
philanthropy earlier. This is relevant for other higher education institutions considering the
philanthropic effects of policy change. Maintaining traditions can retain existing donors, but sometimes
changing traditions can create even more new donors.
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A second implication has to do with the course of the court case. In other cases, the high barrier
to cy-pres has made it difficult for charitable trusts to modify their missions (Gordon, 1959). It is not
clear whether L.L. Nunn saw the education of men as his preeminent purpose or not. The issue is that he
did not write his deed and trust in such a way to make that sufficiently clear.

Because the focus on “promising young men” was found among a list of other intentions —
several of which had been abandoned without objection — the courts found the trust easy to amend. For
persons creating charitable trusts, being explicit about differentiating purposive and disposive elements
is important. By the same token, organizations which feel themselves bound by the restrictions of their
founding may examine whether a court could conclude that the restrictions which have been treated as
an essential purpose of an institution could, instead, be interpreted as a means toward fulfilling some
greater, encompassing purpose.

It is worth noting the limits of what philanthropy can do, no matter how perceptive its vision. In
1923, L.L. Nunn claimed that he was an academic trailblazer, that Deep Springs College would be the
model for many imitators, sparking a movement which would redirect the future of the United States
(Goodyear, 2006). Ten decades later, only a few institutions have modeled themselves explicitly on
Nunn’s example (Hazelton, 2025). Deep Springs remains a noteworthy contrast to mainstream higher
education but not a significant influence upon it.

Philanthropy can, however, establish unusual institutions and even allow them to persist in
defiance of broader trends. L.L. Nunn’s desert campus still takes seriously his policies of isolation, self-
governance, and leadership development through labor. The restrictions of his trust have guided the
institution, ensuring that it looks more like its 1917 self than perhaps any other college in America. Its
intended purpose may remain “creating future leaders,” but it cannot guarantee any of its graduates will
be the kinds of leaders Nunn envisioned. All that Deep Springs College’s stakeholders can guarantee is
that they will maintain the static, unusual method by which they attempt to create those leaders. All
they can promise is that they will remain as uncommon as Nunn expected them to be.
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