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Lee Pelton is president of Emerson College. He 
took office in 2011.

Ask any number of top executives about mentors they had on the way up and you’ll frequently get the answer 
“many”— with the caveat (or fear) “I hope I don’t leave anyone out.”
That wasn’t a dilemma for Emerson College President Lee Pelton, though not by his choice, he says. Growing 
up in Wichita, Kansas, in the 1950s and ’60s, elite East Coast colleges weren’t quite on his radar screen.
“They were not,” he says. “I grew up a working class kid and my parents went to high school and not much 
beyond that. I had no mentors to speak of. I didn’t know anybody in college, actually.”
Nonetheless, he entered Wichita State University, where after initially considering math, he followed his love of 
reading and writing. If not precisely his mentors, the English faculty “pointed me in the right direction,” he says, 
leading to Harvard University. There, he completed his Ph.D. and joined the faculty and administration, serving 
on the board of overseers.
After Harvard, Pelton became a dean of the college at Colgate University and later held the same post at 
Dartmouth College. In 1998, he became president of Willamette University in Salem, Oregon, and in 2011, 
succeeded Jacqueline Liebergott as Emerson’s 12th president.
Though he was the first African American president at both universities, Pelton’s early curriculum vitae did not 
scream out “diversity.” To be sure, his doctoral thesis, “Tennyson’s Romantic Revisionism: A Study of the 
Romantic Heritage in Tennyson’s Early Poems,” wouldn’t have been a hot topic among many of Wichita’s 
working class children, black or white.
But neither was it all that distant, he says.
“I grew up in a family that was very church-centered,” he recalls. “From an early age, I had to memorize long 
passages from the Bible. And the cadence and music of that inspired me. Taking the lyricism and the tropes and 
extracting meaning from those was something I did as a kid.”
Today, Pelton calls diversity “the bedrock of the best colleges and universities; bringing students of different 
backgrounds, experiences, ethnicities, nationalities and genders together where they learn from each other.” It’s 
an advantage physical universities have over increasingly virtual learning experiences on the web, he contends.
It’s also an impetus behind Emerson’s building boom. Begun under Liebergott, the build-out has included 
expansion of the campus lining Boston Common on Tremont and Boylston streets, along with a revitalized 
Theatre District. It also reaches Los Angeles with a $110 million, 107,000-square-foot Hollywood facility that 
opened in early 2014.
Growth comes at a cost. In May, Moody’s hit Emerson with a negative outlook, assigning a Baa1 credit rating to 
$126 million in bonds offered by the college.
A longtime partner in the college’s expansion shrugged it off.
“Lee has done a wonderful job growing the college,” said Robert Beal, president of Related Beal, a Boston real 
estate investment and development firm dating back to the 1880s.
“We have a small endowment. It’s right now about $148 million,” he says—nowhere near Harvard territory but 
improved from just shy of $120 million in July 2011. More enthusiastically, he says, “We will have almost 9,000 
applicants this year, with the goal of admitting between 850 and 870 students. Emerson is what is called a very 
hot school. The demand is very high (because) we merge theory with practice.”
Douglas Yu, a journalism graduate student from 2012-14, credits Pelton with promoting a climate of tolerance 
on racial, gender and sexual identity matters. He also gave Pelton credit for instituting reforms in the wake of a 
highly publicized alleged sexual assault for which the university was sued.
The divorced father of three grown children — one of whom attended Emerson from 2008-12 — Pelton serves 
on numerous boards, ranging from President Obama’s initiative on disadvantaged youth to the Boston Chamber 
of Commerce, Museum of Fine Arts and the Boston Municipal Research Bureau.
And he hasn’t forsaken his first love of 19th century English poetry, Tennyson in particular.
“My favorite Tennyson poem is probably the most well known: ‘Ulysses,’” he says.
“And not because of the famous concluding lines: ‘To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield,’ but rather 
because of the tension between the motif of strenuous moving forward and the melancholy language which 
seems to undercut forward movement.”
In other words, it’s aspirational.
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