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MBA students flock to region's programs

Harold J. Adams

February 17, 2009
Boosted by rankings that list it among the country's best, enrollment at Indiana University Southeast's MBA program has soared recently, despite stiff local competition from Bellarmine University and the University of Louisville.

Fall enrollment in the IUS program in New Albany, grew in 2008 by 16 percent, to a record 253 students, following a BusinessWeek ranking the previous year that put IUS 18th nationally and third in the Midwest among part-time programs leading to a master's degree in business administration. Current enrollment is up 14 percent to a spring-semester record 251.

It was the first time that BusinessWeek had ranked part-time programs. And that helped the school win a listing in the 2009 edition of Best 296 Business Schools written by the Princeton Review, Dean Jay White said.

The guide doesn't give overall rankings, but IUS was rated fifth nationally in the subcategory of Best Classroom Experience.

"We built the program from the ground up for part-time students … (who) can't afford to leave their job for two years to pursue a fulltime MBA," White said. Its MBA program began in 1991.

IUS students point to other key factors -- cost, schedules and class sizes.

"IUS was less expensive and it was more flexible in scheduling the classes that were offered -- the times that they were offered," said Jaime Head of Louisville, who works in marketing for the Down Syndrome Support Association of Southern Indiana and enrolled in the IUS program in August 2007. "And the class sizes were smaller."

IUS, U of L and Bellarmine are the only MBA programs in the Louisville area that are accredited by The Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business, or AACSB.

Local programs differ

Deans at the three schools say differing specialties and program structures appeal to different students. And each can point to high rankings among various review publications.

U of L made the Princeton Review list in 2007, and Bellarmine made it in 2008. U of L also has earned a long list of accolades for the entrepreneurship track within its MBA program, including a No. 10 joint national ranking by the Princeton Review and Entrepreneur Magazine for 2007.

"Clearly our overall strength as a school is entrepreneurship," teaching students the art and science of starting and operating new businesses, said R. Charles Moyer, dean of U of L's College of Business.

U of L has 292 MBA students this semester but expects that number to build to about 360 when it adds a full-time program to its current offerings next fall, said Kevin Kane, director of graduate business programs.

Daniel Bauer, dean of Bellarmine's W. Fielding Rubel School of Business, said each of the three universities' programs offer features that make one of them better for particular students.

"We actually encourage students to look at all three and find the one that literally will be the best fit for their needs and what they're looking for," Bauer said.

Bellarmine has nearly doubled fall enrollment in its MBA program over the past five years, from 120 students in 2003 to 230 students in 2008. Bauer said most of the increase has been a result of AACSB accreditation in January 2005, "which made a big difference for us."

Program is flexible

White said annual fall enrollment in the IUS program had been "in the low 200s" until the spike following the BusinessWeek ranking.

Louisville resident Ben Ruley, a 2002 MBA graduate from IUS and a financial analyst for A&W and Long John Silvers chains at YUM! Brands, said he was working in finance at UPS when four colleagues recommended the Indiana program to him.

Ruley said he found the part-time schedule "very flexible," but it was no cakewalk. He took two classes per semester for two years.

"It just became part of my normal routine -- leave work at six o'clock, get to class, get out of class 9:30 or 10, come home, get up, go to work, do it all over again."

The Best Classroom Experience rankings were based on surveys of students in MBA programs. Ruley said he was very happy with his experience:

"I was impressed with the faculty, also very impressed with the other students. I made some good networking relationships there."

Tuition reciprocity

White said 54 percent of MBA students at IUS this semester are from Kentucky. He said many cross the river, in part, because of a tuition-reciprocity agreement that allows students in the metro area, from either Kentucky or Indiana, area to pay in-state tuition to study in the other state.

Tuition for the IUS program is $300 per credit hour, which White said translates to a total cost of $11,500 for a student who enters the program with a bachelor's degree in business.

That contrasts with $30,000 at U of L and $25,000 to $35,000 at Bellarmine -- both of which set a fixed cost based on the degree sought, rather than on the number of credits taken.

"That was another factor for me," Ruley said.
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