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REPORT ON CORNELL 

Cornell is a very fine university, making truly distinctive contributions in all areas of its 
mission: educating responsible citizens, extending the frontiers of knowledge, and applying the 
results of these endeavors in service to the community, the state, the nation and the world. 

As all observers note, and as its Self-Study makes clear, this is an unusually complex 
institution.  The different elements that compose Cornell include those common to major private 
research universities and those essential to land-grant institutions focused primarily on outreach 
and service. It is very much a “full service” university, with virtually all the major areas of study 
and research represented on its rosters.  Thus it goes far towards fulfilling the vision of its 
founder, Ezra Cornell, of being “an institution where any person can find instruction in any 
study.” 

The members of the visiting team were impressed by many things about Cornell. We had 
all been familiar with its stellar reputation; greater familiarity led to even greater respect for the 
multiple accomplishments of the faculty, staff and students of the university in every one of its 
schools.  Most members of our team were on campus from Sunday, April 29 through 
Wednesday, May 2; one of our number paid a visit to the Weill Medical College in New York 
City on April 11-12.  We had the benefit of many sources of information, including interviews, 
publications, web sites, and tours of the campus, as well as more informal conversations with 
Cornellians. 

Cornell has an exceptionally beautiful Ithaca campus, in both its landscape and its 
buildings.  With very few exceptions, the buildings are well-planned for their purposes, 
handsomely outfitted and well maintained.  In walking across the campus, one immediately 
perceives another aspect of the university’s distinction: a visibly diverse student body engaged 
vigorously in study, conversation, political activity and recreation.  

The dramatic gorges that famously mark the campus lend a unique dimension to Cornell.  
They also provide a ready metaphor for some of the divisions that have in the past kept different 
parts of this university from working together in an optimal fashion to multiply their 
effectiveness and achieve shared goals.  We were convinced that the leaders of Cornell today are 
genuinely committed to bridging these metaphorical gorges and realizing the many potential 
advantages of a single -- but never a monolithic-- university. 

Administration and Governance 

The university includes, on the Ithaca campus, undergraduate colleges and schools of 
Agriculture and Life Sciences; Architecture, Art and Planning; Arts and Sciences; Engineering; 
Hotel Administration; Human Ecology; and Industrial and Labor Relations.  Also in Ithaca are 
the Graduate School, Law School, Johnson Graduate School of Management and College of 
Veterinary Medicine.  Among these colleges, four have a contractual relationship embodied in 
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statute with the State of New York -- Agriculture and Life Sciences, Human Ecology, Industrial 
and Labor Relations, and Veterinary Medicine; referred to as “contract colleges.”  The others, 
operated along the same lines as those in any private research university, are referred to as 
“endowed” colleges. The Weill Medical College and Weill Graduate School of Medical 
Sciences are in New York City, and Cornell’s outreach activities as a land-grant institution span 
the whole state of New York, and beyond. 

Cornell University has a strong financial position and operates within balanced budgets. 
Strong student demand, with a high level of student selectivity and solid student quality statistics, 
provides stability to tuition revenues. Over the past decade, the endowment has grown to over $3 
billion, reflecting both good gift inflow and double digit investment performance.  The university 
has AA1/AA+ bond ratings with ample debt capacity to address capital needs identified in the 
capital plan. In 1995, the university completed its most recent capital campaign, raising over 
$1.5 billion; it has been able to sustain high levels of giving, especially from its loyal and 
committed alumni base. 

The university has articulated a strategy to meet the financial challenges which lie ahead. 
Because of its multiple missions, Cornell has a diversified revenue base. Within this, fund
raising, research funding and resource reallocation will be crucial factors in implementing the 
planning initiatives, as other revenue sources will be constrained.  The university’s average cost-
per-dollar- raised is relatively low (4-5 cents per dollar), which reflects, in part, the vigorous 
participation of volunteers in fund-raising for Cornell. 

With respect to student revenues, no increase in enrollment is anticipated, and student 
charges in the endowed colleges are within the range of comparable institutions.  The contract 
colleges may experience significantly higher than inflationary increases in order to compensate 
for constrained funding from the State of New York.  Continued efforts to emphasize and define 
the many ways in which Cornell fulfills its land-grant mission are essential to support future 
funding. 

The university has a firm commitment to need-blind admissions for undergraduates and 
broad access to a Cornell education, and expected needs for financial aid have been secured by 
the recent successful campaign to raise scholarship endowments.  However, a relatively higher 
percentage of students receive aid than those in other Ivy League institutions; this has resulted in 
correspondingly higher self-help expectations, at a time when these are decreasing in some 
institutions, and when merit awards from other competitors are increasing.  Financial aid will 
continue to be a source of budget pressure; but the resources garnered for this purpose and the 
clear commitment of the trustees and other parts of Cornell to this objective will ensure that this 
remains a top priority. 

Spending for the 2001-02 fiscal year as a percent of the current market value of the 
endowment is approximately 5%. Cornell’s financial planning for future years includes 5% 
increases in endowment spending per year.  These are consistent with historically “normal” 
investment performance.   The university has formulated a capital plan which includes a high 
volume of projects for the coming years.  These will be funded by combinations of gifts, debt 
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financing, and budget allocations. 

Those of us who met with the Board of Trustees were impressed with their intense love 
for, and dedication to, Cornell. According to Characteristics of Excellence in Higher Education, 
“a board should be large enough for effective division of labor, yet not cumbersome” (pp.21-22) 
The Cornell Board of Trustees has sixty-four members. While at first glance such a large board 
might not appear manageable, we were impressed with the level of participation of the members 
of the Board, their broad knowledge of the university and their commitment to providing 
financial support of its objectives. The Board is organized into appropriate subcommittees, has 
in place a set of policies and procedures and has recently instituted term limits for Board service. 
Indicative of the commitment that Board members have to the institution, many of them come to 
Cornell for a variety of events other than Board meetings.      

The past five years have been a period of turnover for the senior administration of 
Cornell, but this has now stabilized with a talented administrative team, which seems to work in 
a collegial manner. Some efforts to eliminate duplication of efforts between the endowed and 
contract colleges have been successful (e.g., budget functions have been centralized). The 
leadership is admired on campus for its willingness to make bold decisions, articulate a vision for 
the university and assemble the resources to support that vision. 

We were especially impressed by the clear commitment the president and provost have 
made to emphasizing the intellectual climate on campus.  This is evident in steps such as their 
personal participation in the year-long weekly seminar on social science initiatives, and the 
requirement that entering freshmen read a single book and discuss it with faculty members early 
in their time at Cornell.  The latter may sound like a familiar tactic; but Cornell has seven schools 
that admit undergraduates, they have rarely come together in a single intellectual pursuit in this 
way, and trustees, members of the staff and other faculty members have all decided to read the 
book as well. 

Cornell is fortunate in having a talented and dedicated staff with modest turnover and 
above-average length of service.  As one of our number noted, “Everybody I talked to was truly 
committed to what they do here, faculty and staff alike.”  The commitment to improve 
compensation for both faculty and staff is an important objective that has received appropriate 
attention from the senior administration in the past year.   

Another example of a cohesive community effort was the work of the Campus Climate 
Committee drawn from all constituencies, and its attention to developing a statement of 
community values on issues of diversity.  In general, the team noted a clearly articulated 
commitment to the positive dimensions of diversity across the institution, widely shared by all 
constituencies. 

Cornell’s decentralized structure presents challenges to effective communication and the 
building of community. Tensions between the administration and the faculty senate in recent 
years over one or two major decisions in which faculty leaders felt that consultation was not 
optimal have been largely dissipated by good-faith efforts on both sides. All faculty groups that 
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we spoke to emphasized that this situation has improved in the past six to nine months, and that 
the President and the new Provost are taking steps to ensure that the faculty remain involved in 
the decision making process in meaningful ways.    

Cornell has an exceptionally complex governance system, with a tradition of strong 
faculty governance and an active faculty senate as well as assemblies representing undergraduate 
and graduate students as well as the employees, and a general University Assembly as well. 
Overlaid on the large and equally complex set of colleges and schools, this creates a formidable 
challenge for leadership, participatory decision-making and consultation.  In the last Self-Study 
(1991), Cornell identified the need to “find new ways of making difficult decisions,” including 
involvement of the deans and the faculty, balanced with appropriate authority and timeliness of 
action for those most directly responsible for overall university strategies and policies.  A good 
deal of progress has been made toward this objective, but the problem still warrants the attention 
of those involved. 

The university produces quite a few interesting and well-done publications such as the 
Big Red Book, but there is no single publication that fulfills all the objectives of the “catalog,” 
such as that described in Characteristics of Excellence. The Courses of Study serves this purpose 
in many ways, providing most of the information mentioned in the Characteristics (p. 23). 
However, it does not include a succinct statement of the “mission, goals and objectives of the 
institution.” We suggest that the university provide a statement of this kind, and a clearer guide 
through available sources of formal information, in the next edition of this publication. 

Like most universities, Cornell is making increasing use of technology to share 
information and has a large number of Web sites, which will be brought into consonance under 
the aegis of the new Cornell logo. These provide helpful avenues of access to the university, and 
are of increasing importance to today’s prospective students as well as alumni and other 
interested persons. 

Academic Objectives and Priorities 

Cornell is a research university of the highest rank. By any measure, it excels across a 
broad array of disciplines, and provides intellectual and academic leadership for the nation and 
the world. While we cannot rank precisely all the underlying strengths that lead to Cornell’s 
research excellence, we can surely note the high quality of the university’s faculty and graduate 
student populations. In both instances, Cornell’s reputation appears assured. Cornell continues to 
attract many of the best and the brightest faculty and graduate students to its campus, to support 
them well, and provide the resources they need to perform at world–class levels. 

The flexibility of the graduate study “fields” system seems ideally suited to the 
university’s decentralized college structure, and is heartily embraced by both the students and the 
faculty with whom we met. Although this system seems to have a high potential for chaos, we 
heard nothing but praise for the way in which it is administered at Cornell. The doctoral students 
we met were particularly eloquent in their accolades for the Cornell system. The Graduate 
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College Dean’s office seems to play a particularly important role in maintaining this high level of 
satisfaction, both by providing gentle but effective oversight and by overseeing a wise 
distribution of the fellowship funds that it controls. Although this inevitably leads, in a resource 
constrained environment, to disagreements about equity and fairness, the Graduate Dean’s office 
has been able to minimize these concerns, in part by using the General Committee of the 
Graduate School in an advisory role. 

The recent institution of mandatory external reviews of programs across all colleges, 
while time-consuming and costly, has led to some very useful evaluations, and changes in 
programs.  Recent attention has also been paid toward teacher training of graduate students 
across graduate programs.  

The flexibility of the system allows programs to be tailored to the individual needs and 
interests of each graduate student.  Graduate support seems generally reasonable, and the recent 
decision to pay for health insurance is appreciated; there are some concerns about future 
competition with wealthier competitors and declining American applicants in some programs, 
but these are widely shared problems on all campuses.  In general, the graduate program appears 
to be in excellent health, and the university deserves warm commendation for this 
accomplishment. As one of us noted, “the graduate students seem to feel well attended to and 
cared for”-- no small feat these days. 

The physical infrastructure of Cornell remains a vital part of the university’s research 
excellence. In part through strategic investments, and in part through research support funds 
raised by the faculty, the university enjoys an impressive array of laboratories, facilities, and 
libraries (including many that are making strong thrusts into the digital domain). Indeed, some of 
the very finest examples of each of these are located on this campus and are readily available to 
this community of scholars. 

Teaching and research in the life sciences at Cornell are exceptional in many regards. 
Few research universities have such great depth in top flight faculty across the spectrum of the 
traditional subfields of biology, in addition to excellence in agricultural and veterinarian 
sciences.  Cornell may well be unique in providing such a range of undergraduate and graduate 
teaching and research options.  The success of Cornell undergraduates gaining admission to top 
biology graduate programs elsewhere is legendary. 

Powerful new Cornell initiatives in the life sciences, such as genomics and 
bioengineering, have potential to enhance opportunities for creative interactions among faculty 
and students.  The new life sciences – technology building, which will house fifty or so faculty, 
will as a facility also effect greater interdisciplinary linkages. 

Despite these great strengths, there are several areas of concern regarding the research 
enterprise at Cornell. In the Agricultural and Life Sciences College, there is great frustration 
about many of their teaching and research facilities, to the point where the situation was 
described as one of crisis. The faculty and leadership of the college fear that their competitive 
advantage may be in jeopardy.  In the College of Engineering there is the unresolved matter of 
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the Computer Science department and its departure from the College.  In the laboratory-based 
disciplines, we heard concerns that faculty start-up packages are falling behind national norms 
for peer institutions. 

Cornell’s Self-Study lists (on pp. 12-13) a number of “current institutional priorities.”  In 
addition to the broad areas of undergraduate education and distributed and distance learning -
two special emphases chosen for their review -- these include: “strategic enabling research” in 
information sciences, genomics, and advanced materials science; enhancing the humanities and 
social sciences; improving faculty and staff compensation; “fortifying Cornell’s long-term 
relationship with New York State and SUNY”; and enhancing diversity among the faculty, staff 
and students. We saw evidence of progress in all these areas of emphasis during our time on 
campus. 

As the stated priorities indicate, it will be important to make sure that the humanities and 
social sciences receive appropriate attention and support during a period when there are 
particularly exciting and well-publicized initiatives in the natural sciences, so that Cornell’s 
historic strength in these fields can be sustained, and efforts made to provide judicious 
investments in selected areas. 

The professional schools also need to be kept in mind as planning continues for Cornell’s 
future. The reputation of the law and business schools is excellent and improving. A number of 
interesting initiatives are occurring in both these schools, and the medical school is clearly taking 
advantage of a period of robust opportunity for collaboration in its unique situation in New York 
City. Each of these schools has engaged in thoughtful curricular reviews in the past decade and 
launched interesting new programs. 

The Weill Medical College and Graduate School are part of a large biomedical complex 
which also includes four other institutions -- New York-Presbyterian Hospital, the Memorial 
Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center, the Hospital for Special Surgery, and Rockefeller University. As 
an integral part of this world-renowned center of academic medicine and biomedical research, 
Weill Medical College and Graduate School are uniquely positioned to train future physicians 
and medical scientists.  The full potential for inter-institutional and interdisciplinary programs 
among these neighboring institutions has yet to be realized, but it is a high priority for the 
leadership of Cornell. 

In the early nineties, the Trustees of Cornell University delegated increased powers and 
authority over the general supervision of the programs and the operation of the New York City 
Campus to the Board of Overseers that has had overall responsibility for these areas.  The 
Overseers are engaged, very knowledgeable and spirited in their support of the academic and 
operational activities of the New York City Campus. 

The faculty see themselves as a collegial group, dedicated to their professions and excited 
to be part of the Weill Medical College and/or Graduate School of Medical Sciences.  They also 
see both academic programs as dynamic and moving forward.  The newly recruited basic science 
faculty, highly successful in their pursuit of Federal grants, perceive teaching to be an important 
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component of their commitment as  faculty members. 

The next phase of strategic planning will address primarily the clinical needs of the Weill 
Medical College.  It includes a desperately needed ambulatory care facility which will contain 
space for the teaching of medical students and house officers, physician offices, patient care and 
ancillary services.  Also, to be constructed on land owned by the Weill Medical College across 
York Avenue from their present location will be a research tower, additional housing and a 
facility for the students. 

An opportunity has come to the Weill Medical College to establish a new branch in Qatar 
which will give Cornell University degrees.  The funding for the new medical college come from 
Qatar, and the College will select the students and faculty, and develop the curriculum.  This is 
an exciting and unique challenge in international collaboration, which should be carefully 
monitored to ensure that benefits are realized and potential problems are contained. 

The mission of the Weill Medical College and the Graduate School is to provide 
excellent education for medical students and students pursuing advanced degrees in the 
biomedical sciences, to conduct research at the cutting edge of knowledge, and to provide the 
highest quality of clinical care to the community.  Like the university as a whole, these schools 
are achieving that mission. 

Libraries 

The Cornell University Library consists of nineteen college and departmental libraries 
dispersed over the university’s thirteen colleges, and an advanced digital library. The Library is a 
leader and pacesetter among North American libraries, recognized for its large and rich 
collections, its knowledgeable and service-oriented staff, its rich array of user-based programs, 
and its digital library gateway, access structure and rich content of knowledge and information 
resources. 

Library staff, services, and information resources are highly rated by students and faculty. 
There are attractive and functional central facilities and rich collections in Olin and Kroch 
Libraries. To support student learning there are good study spaces, desktop and computer lab 
workstations, and a popular new cybercafe at the entrance of Olin, the library facility used 
primarily for graduate study and research.  The handsome new Kroch Library, built underground 
to preserve the historic core of the campus, is a model of design and lighting for a facility of this 
type. 

Uris Library, primarily for undergraduates, gives evidence of useful repurposing --, e.g., a 
computer classroom, good study and lounge spaces, networked desktop computers, a media 
center, two computer labs shared with ITS, and recently-opened “creation stations”-- four of 
eleven in various libraries created in collaboration with Cornell’s Human-Computer Interaction 
Group. These workstations are intended for creation by students of digital objects, projects and 
course presentations. The Library has drafts of an ambitious plan for further rehabilitation of 
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Uris, designed to enhance undergraduate learning. The final plans, sized to potential funding 
resources, would be implemented over a number of years. 

Campus libraries are actively used by undergraduate and graduate students. Advising and 
help with effective use of the plethora of digital, media and paper resources chiefly occurs in 
libraries, and in about 400 course or need-specific instructional sessions by librarians working 
with faculty. Information and technical competence advising and expertise would be a valuable 
component of undergraduate residential communities; the Library presently plans to provide 
training and resources for the North Campus Resource Center. 

One possible concern in the Cornell Library system is the large number of separate sites 
and operations. Trends in digital information production and access will probably diminish the 
necessity for proximate, redundant staff, services and collections, and the Provost and University 
Librarian, working with deans and faculty, may wish to reexamine over the next few years the 
number of libraries, particularly in the sciences. 

Characteristics of Excellence mentions that “the services, resources and programs of 
libraries, broadly defined, are fundamental to the educational mission of an institution.”  In this 
respect, as in so many others, Cornell is achieving its mission in an exemplary fashion. 

Outreach and Extension 

Outreach and extension are central to Cornell’s mission. Through outreach, the 
University extends its research statewide, nationally and internationally to address a wide array of 
real world problems and challenges.  According to the Self-Study, outreach at Cornell takes a 
variety of forms, including “technology transfer, technical assistance, demonstration projects, 
evaluation studies, for-credit and not-for credit instruction, formal and informal education, 
distance learning, policy analysis, and consulting, as well as community and public service.” As 
the Self-Study notes, the benefits work both ways, since the outreach activities provide feedback 
to research and teaching. 

During our visit, the team was impressed with the breadth and depth of outreach in the 
contract colleges, as well as with the work being performed around the State by the Cornell 
Cooperative Extension System.  We visited a number of other  public service and outreach units 
that extend Cornell University to the general public, including the teaching hospital in the 
College of Veterinary Medicine, the Public Service Center, and the Johnson Museum, to name a 
few. While the Committee was impressed with all of these initiatives, we give special 
commendation to two outreach programs that are exemplars in responding to identified needs of 
the public with research-based  approaches.  These programs, the Cornell Institute for Biology 
Teachers, and the extension program within the School of Industrial and Labor Relations, are 
highly effective in using the resources of Cornell—namely the faculty and staff—to provide 
training and education to K-12 teachers, and labor leaders around New York State. 

The Division of Extension and Public Service in the School of Industrial and Labor 
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Relations has six offices across the state (Ithaca, Buffalo, Rochester, Albany, New York City, 
and Long Island), and takes its role in adult education quite seriously.  With a staff of 60 
professionals, the division mounts an impressive array of training programs, which attract people 
from all over the world. More than 37,000 people attended its training programs last year, and 
technical assistance was provided to more than 300 organizations. 

One recurring motif throughout our visit was the fragmented way in which outreach is 
organized and administered at Cornell. This is especially apparent with Cornell Cooperative 
Extension, which does not yet seem to be effectively incorporated into the university’s 
management structure. Because of Extension’s reporting relationship to the Deans of Agriculture 
and Human Ecology, it is viewed within Cornell as an agricultural extension service, despite the 
fact that it serves a number of external publics beyond agriculture.  There is no easy way for this 
unit to connect with faculty outside the two colleges to whom it reports who might want to do 
outreach. Extension might, for instance, be partnering with the School of Veterinary Medicine 
on issues of biosecurity, or sponsoring joint programs with the School of Industrial and Labor 
Relations on labor issues, particularly farm labor.  

The lack of clear structure at Cornell to provide focus for the centrality of outreach and 
extension to Cornell’s mission has created a perception on campus that outreach and public 
service are not valued. Therefore, we suggest that the University identify more publicly a central 
administrative position to oversee and coordinate university-wide outreach and to give a voice to 
the ongoing discussion within Cornell about what it means to be an Ivy-League, land-grant, fully 
engaged university. 

It is our understanding that approximately seven years ago, Cornell created an Outreach 
Council as a forum to bring the outreach community together to discuss issues of mutual 
concern, but the Council was later disbanded.  Reviving this Council in some form might also 
help reduce the fragmentation of outreach at the institution. 

We were pleased to learn that the leadership of Cornell gives a high priority to the land
grant aspects of the university, with a vision of making them even more relevant in the 21st 
century. For instance, Cornell’s activities in several of the major cities of the state have been 
identified as opportunities for extending the land-grant vision more deliberately into urban and 
suburban as well as rural areas. We commend this vision as a highly appropriate way of focusing 
the original purposes of the land-grant system in a valuable new direction. 

Undergraduate Education 

Cornell has identified undergraduate life as a high priority, and has taken many initiatives 
to support and enhance the living and learning environment experienced by its students.  This 
was clearly exhibited in every aspect of this evaluation, including the ambitious and extensive 
additions and changes in the residential program, the broad-based efforts to include faculty in as 
many activities and events as possible to the mission, and the goals of each of the student 
services department. 
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The Self-Study repeatedly cited the aspiration, expressed by President Rawlings in an 
address in 1998, to make Cornell “the best research university in the country for undergraduate 
education.”  Without entering into comparatives between Cornell and its peer institutions, it is 
fair to say that in any case it provides an outstanding education for its undergraduates now.  The 
diversity of offerings across the colleges, the flexibility of the requirements within each college, 
the commitment and creativity of its faculty give students unique educational opportunities of the 
highest order. 

The Knight Institute’s Writing Program deserves special commendation.  The 
requirement that each freshman (currently in all but the Hotel School) take writing intensive 
seminars both serves the purpose of enhancing students’ writing and assures every student at 
least one small class with intense faculty (or graduate student) feedback each semester of the 
freshman year.  The new addition of thirty sophomore seminars to the program, all taught by 
tenured and tenure-track faculty, should contribute to the goal of enhancing undergraduate 
research, and again, will address students’ wish for more contact with faculty in their first two 
years. The more advanced courses involving writing in the disciplines complete the program 
impressively. 

The curriculum committee of the College of Arts and Sciences recently surveyed current 
students and alumni/ae and found that past and present students were by and large very satisfied 
with the college’s curriculum. Some changes have been suggested in the distribution 
requirements. These were not primarily intended to change substantive requirements. One 
change simplifies and slightly strengthens the language requirement; the other recommendation, 
still under consideration, is intended to make the rationale for the distribution requirements more 
explicit, as an aid to the advising process. 

Advising, especially first year or pre-major advising, is the one aspect of undergraduate 
education in which surveys found significant levels of dissatisfaction.  This problem is endemic 
at virtually all research universities and many liberal arts colleges as well. Cornell does no worse, 
and may even do somewhat better, than most of its peer institutions in this problematic area.  It is 
especially impressive that the university has given so much deliberate attention to trying to 
improve in this area, as described on pp. 91-102 of the Self-Study.  We were particularly struck 
by the specific attention to the need to develop incentives and rewards to encourage faculty 
advising and mentoring. 

The culture of college autonomy at Cornell makes it difficult to institute any university
wide regulations for advising.  Because the profiles of the different colleges’ incoming students 
and the colleges’ missions are so diverse, the problems each college faces are significantly 
different and of unequal seriousness. Each college would do well to consider the report of the 
Academic Advising Committee, and either implement its suggestions or continue in other ways 
to improve its advising procedures.  The identification of “best practices” in the different schools 
of the university will help in this endeavor. 

Wide ranges of undergraduate research opportunities exist and more are being developed. 
The range of curricular innovations includes exploration into group learning, case-study models 
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and collaborative learning. The availability of technology assisted learning in new and 
innovative ways will improve the teaching/learning experience. 

One topic that came up during our visit with surprising frequency was that of evening 
exams, discussed on p. 105 of the Self-Study. Although some members of the faculty regard 
these exams as important for their programs, the practice does seem potentially to run athwart the 
more general goals of improving the student experience as a whole, including more opportunities 
for educational and social activities outside the classroom, especially in residential life.  We note 
that this topic needs to be more thoroughly considered.  

Issues of student life are not fully separable from issues of undergraduate education, 
especially in connection with the topics emphasized in the Self-Study report.  Comments on 
undergraduate education concerning ethics, orientation, and advising relate to the quality of 
student life as well as academic pursuits in the narrower sense.  The North and West Campus 
Initiatives, particularly, are clearly aimed both at changing and improving community and the 
quality of student life across the student body and at enhancing the academic and more general 
intellectual aspects of students’ life by better integrating it with non academic aspects. 

The many initiatives on the student life front are innovative, far-reaching and complex. 
The integration of residential and academic life, something that all institutions of higher 
education are wrestling with, is an ambitious project that is consistent with Cornell’s stature as a 
world-class university.  The North Campus complex that will house all freshmen beginning this 
fall offers a first opportunity to develop programming and outreach efforts that will be 
experienced by the class as a whole.  Coupled with broad-based efforts to expand the role of 
faculty in this residential community, the common freshman reading and discussion initiative and 
the recent renovation of the community center and addition of new housing on North Campus, 
these initiatives should work together to create an opportunity for community development in a 
way that has not previously existed at Cornell. 

Planning and development of the West Campus Complex is well under way.  This 
living/learning community aimed at supporting the intellectual and social needs of upper-class 
students (primarily sophomores and transfer students) has conceptually been alive within the 
Cornell community for nearly twenty years.  After multiple site visits at peer institutions with 
successful house systems, Cornell has undertaken the articulation and development of a 
residential house model that appears to be well suited to its students and faculty.  Because the 
renovation and building on West campus will span many years, the University will have the 
unique opportunity to customize the program as it grows.  Slated to begin with one house that 
houses three hundred fifty students, a House Professor and House Director as well as graduate 
tutors, this first unit will provide an opportunity for important resident input as the program 
unfolds and grows. 

Both these initiatives in residential life are commendably bold; they are likely to 
transform undergraduate life for the better in important ways.  Better living accommodations, 
less socioeconomic and racial segregation, and unifying the freshman class are all important 
improvements in themselves. An increase in faculty fellows and residents is also bound to have a 
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beneficial effect for a substantial portion of the students in these environments.  

A commitment to high quality student services permeates all the departments that were 
visited. There is no satisfaction with status quo; each department expressed an ongoing quest to 
identify something that may work better.  Greek affiliation and housing are viewed as an 
important component of life at Cornell, but the bar continues to rise for expectations of 
appropriate behavior by members of Greek organizations on campus.  This is apparently a strong 
system that is further strengthened by positive alumni involvement; individual chapters and the 
system as a whole have responded well when they are challenged to make changes and most 
importantly are included in the process. 

In achieving the goals of the new residential life plans, Cornell will be bridging several 
disparate cultures -- those of student life within and outside the classroom, the cultures of faculty 
members and student affairs professionals, as well as those of each of the undergraduate colleges. 
This is a formidable task, but it is clear that the university is determined to accomplish it.  To 
succeed, it will be important to make sure that significant numbers of faculty members and 
members of the administrative staff understand and share the vision articulated by the president 
in 1998. 

Finally, in assessing the quality of student life at Cornell, the strength and talent of the 
student body itself cannot be overlooked.  Exceptional students from across the United States and 
all corners of the world come together to form a lively, vibrant community that fosters individual 
development and rewards accomplishments. Students, faculty and staff are truly happy to be part 
of the Cornell community and willing to participate in efforts to make it even better; this will 
provide a solid foundation for these bold initiatives as Cornell moves toward its ambitious goals. 

Information Technology and Distance Learning 

In the second area identified for special emphasis in the Self-Study, neither the goals nor 
markers of progress are as clear as they are with undergraduate education at Cornell.  A number 
of ambitious initiatives have been launched, and some interesting specific programs developed, 
but the overall vision for distributed and distance learning at Cornell remains to be articulated. 

To make distributed learning a more central part of its educational programs, Cornell 
needs to move on several fronts in the use of instructional technology across the curriculum.  In 
the past the university has enjoyed the reputation of being on the “cutting edge” in this area, but 
several members of our team noted that this no longer appears to be the case. 

Some dimensions of the problem may lie in the administrative structure supporting the 
use of information technology at Cornell.  These issues are separate from any specific problems 
of classroom and dormitory infrastructure needs, which the university appears to be addressing. 
From an operational point of view, based on the comments we heard, there seems to be an 
unusual degree of bureaucratic complexity in the Cornell system, in terms of ready support for a 
faculty member who wishes to have a technology based instructional project brought to fruition, 
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compared with other institutions. Secondly, the fee-based system is perceived as an impediment 
to widespread use of the support that is available for developing these applications; it serves as a 
disincentive to those who might wish to experiment in this area. Whatever unit assumes 
responsibility for this effort needs broad-based support in the administration and among the 
faculty, sufficient resources, and a much higher profile on campus.  

Based on the experiences of other campuses, many conversations need to be held with 
faculty where other faculty talk about and demonstrate applications they have developed that 
have had a measurable positive effect on student learning.  Experience shows that most faculty 
who initially question (or continue to question) the value of such instructional technology 
applications frequently change their minds when they see what their colleagues are doing in their 
classes. We suggest that such conversations might be held more frequently and visibly on 
campus, deliberately drawing in faculty members who have not so far used information 
technology in their teaching. 

Distance-learning does not have a very high profile on campus as a goal for Cornell, 
based on the reactions of those we interviewed. Some skepticism, and a good deal of 
uncertainty, was expressed.  This may be in part because of the unfortunate tensions surrounding 
the inception of eCornell, the university’s ambitious and highly publicized distance learning 
initiative. Several faculty members voiced the hope that the development of distance-learning 
would be strategic, aimed not at financial but at intellectual opportunities for collaborative 
educational ventures that would otherwise not be possible, including the creative use of distance 
learning in Cornell’s outreach activities. 

According to senior CIT administrators, the central budget for CIT has basically remained 
constant for the past decade, if one attempts to factor in the personnel increases needed to deliver 
the current array of services.  The university has followed the practice of not funding all central 
information technology activities entirely through the base CIT budget, expecting other units to 
fund some new services from within existing budgets as well. Given the “escalating cost of 
maintaining adequate libraries and information technologies” (Self-Study page 7), a virtually 
constant base budget for CIT is not sustainable unless the University is prepared to terminate the 
delivery of some existing services. 

The need to support a multitude of different computing platforms for faculty, staff, and 
students exacerbates support problems significantly. Given the highly decentralized nature of 
Cornell, any form of imposed standardization is obviously extremely difficult, if not (politically, 
at least) impossible to accomplish. Nevertheless, Cornell should consider whether it would be 
feasible to persuade schools or departments to adopt a central standard by offering them 
incentives. One example that has worked at other schools is to have the central administration 
pay a portion of the cost for a school’s new administrative desktop workstations that adhere to 
centrally mandated standards. Any reduction in support costs could be viewed as a return on the 
investment in incentives. 

During the past two years many institutions of higher education have announced 
initiatives intended to generate new revenues by delivering instruction via the Internet. Many of 
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these programs were launched without a detailed business plan and before their potential market 
was understood. Some of these initiatives are already being terminated or scaled back. The 
signature program called “eCornell” was launched with a comprehensive but rather general 
mission; those responsible are to be commended for stepping back to define its role more clearly, 
first determining the most likely market for continuing and executive education and thus 
minimizing their risks by limiting eCornell’s initial course offerings. 

Possibly in the interest of moving forward expeditiously with eCornell and its other 
distance learning plans, Cornell may not have paid sufficient attention to one important step that 
has proved quite controversial at many universities, but is nonetheless essential. Cornell should 
move quickly to approve an intellectual property policy that unambiguously attributes ownership 
for all assets that are to be used in its distance learning efforts. The current university policy 
needs to be revised to reflect changes in the academic use of technology during the past decade. 
We suggest that the University have such an IP policy in place before eCornell and other 
Distance Learning initiatives gain further momentum. 

Another interesting initiative at Cornell is the CyberTower program, intended to provide 
distance learning programs for Cornell alumni and friends. The concept is a good one, and the 
experience of some of us is that the alumni market is receptive, though alumni often think they 
should be entitled to such programs as free goods.  The specific purposes and intended reach of 
CyberTower need to be more fully clarified, but the image of the “virtual space” developed to 
market it is compelling, and given the loyalties of Cornell alumni, it makes sense to proceed 
further with this concept. 

We hope there will be sound market assessment and business planning for CyberTower, 
and that it will not be treated in isolation from other distance and distributed learning programs; 
there are too many islands at Cornell and not enough bridges. There are resources in CIT and the 
Library that can be used in common by these programs, and collective use of these common 
resources will reduce redundancy and cost. There are also faculty concerns and alumni 
association interests that will need to be appropriately addressed as the program moves forward. 

There are many other ways in which this university, with its commendable record of bold 
and imaginative outreach programs, can remain a leader in the use of information technology in 
distance learning. The Self-Study reports (pp. 123-124) a fascinating program in “citizen 
science” organized by Cornell’s fine Laboratory of Ornithology.  This is an excellent example of 
the kind of focused, creative program that provides needed services, draws people to Cornell at 
least virtually, and advances human knowledge.  It provides clear evidence for the concluding 
point of the Self-Study: that distributed and distance learning might conceivably make it possible 
to fulfill Ezra Cornell’s apparently impractical dream in the 21st century. 

Assessment 

The Middle States handbooks for the reaccreditation process state that an institution 
should be clear in its aims -- especially for undergraduate education and student outcomes.  We 

17




think the leadership of Cornell is generally clear on these aims, but we suggest that the university 
may want to pay more attention to the ways in which these goals are systematically stated and 
assessed. A regular process of asking “how are we doing? What can we improve next? And 
equally important, how do we know this?  What consistent measures of evaluation are we using 
and communicating to those who need to know?” can be very useful. 

In the Self-Study section on assessment, two forms are mentioned: the COFHE 
comparative materials on student outcomes and student satisfaction, and the new system for 
formal program reviews.  Both of these are well-described and have clearly been useful.  We 
heard a number of favorable comments on the program reviews by those who have been through 
them, including their value for graduate education; and careful analysis of the COFHE data is 
informing planning for undergraduate education at Cornell in demonstrable ways. 

The self-study section claims that “Cornell engages in on-going institutional self
examination” at “a variety of levels throughout the institution.” Compared with some 
institutions, the formal assessment procedures seem relatively modest.  The degree of formality 
and precision of assessment measures, and the areas to be seriously assessed, are decisions that 
each institution should make for itself.  We do note that, in the absence of a formal strategic 
plan, the institution should make special efforts to state clear priorities and indicate how success 
is being benchmarked and reported. 

Several of us have found that a set of “dashboard” indicators of the institution’s most 
important data, regularly updated for the administration and the Board, serve this purpose well. 
We suggest that Cornell’s leaders consider adopting something of this kind for their own use. 

Conclusion 

Characteristics of Excellence notes that “effective teaching, research and scholarly 
activity and public service are often interrelated dimensions of institutional excellence.  An 
educational institution will best achieve the fundamental prerequisites for excellence when it has 
substantial support through its governing board, administrative leadership and management, and 
participation by the faculty in developing the total program of the institution.” 

Cornell University might well serve as a model in demonstrating what it means to achieve 
this fundamental goal in exemplary ways.  It is truly a special place, with distinctive traditions 
and historic roots, a vigorous and productive record of current accomplishment and commitment, 
and a future that should be very bright.  All those who live, work and study there are fortunate 
indeed. 
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Appendix I 

Cornell University Reevaluation 
List of Interviewees 

Individuals 

Lynne Abel, Associate Dean for Undergraduate Education, College of Arts & Sciences 
Kathy Abrams, Professor, Law School 
Ellen Adelson, Trustee 
Kraig Adler, Vice Provost for Life Sciences 
Carolyn Ainslie, Vice President for Planning & Budget 
Glenn Altschuler, School of Continuing Education & Summer Session 
Tim Anguish, Technician, Microbiology 
Bill Arms, Chair & Professor of Computer Science 
Uzo Asonye, President, Student Assembly 
Rick Banks, Director, Alumni Affairs & Development Services 
Khary Barnes, Student-Elect Trustee 
Andy Bass, Professor, Neurobiology & Behavior 
Francisco Berry, Office of Workforce Diversity, Equity & Life Quality 
David Block, Head of Collection Department, University Libraries 
Keith Boncek, Associate Director, Administrative Services and Information Technology 
Ross Brann, Professor, Jewish Studies 
Patsy Brannon, Dean, College of Human Ecology 
Mike Brown, Chair, University Assembly 
Judi Brownell, Associate Dean, School of Hotel Administration 
David Butler, Dean, School of Hotel Administration 
Rita Calvo, Director, Cornell Institute for Biology Teachers 
Pat Carr, President, Graduate & Professional Student Assembly 
Lee Cartmill, Director of Administration & Finance, University Libraries 
Ruth Chen, Senior, College of Arts & Sciences 
Jon Clardy, Senior Associate Dean, College of Arts & Sciences 
Jim Clarke, Chief Investment Officer 
Rick Cleary, Associate Dean for Undergraduate Education, College of Engineering 
Walter Cohen, Vice Provost & Dean of the Graduate School 
Tom Cole, Director, Capital Budget and Space Planning 
Bob Constable, Dean, Computer & Information Sciences 
Bob Cooke, Dean of Faculty 
Ezra Cornell, Trustee 
David Corson, Associate University Librarian for Humanities/Social Sciences and Director, 
Olin/Kroch/Uris Libraries 
Janet Corson-Rikert, Director of University Health Services 
Hal Craft, Vice President for Administration & CFO 
Joanne DeStefano, Acting Controller 
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Mike Dickinson, University Auditor 
Henry Doney, Associate Vice President for Facilities Services 
Edna Dugan, Assistant Vice President, Student & Academic Services 
Hank Dullea, Vice President for University Relations 
Betsy East, Director, Engineering Admissions 
Elaine Engst, Director and University Archivist 
Ann Margaret Esnard, Assistant Professor, City & Regional Planning 
Tom Every, Assistant Director, Cornell Information Technologies 
Merrill Ewert, Director, Cornell Cooperative Extension 
Jane Fajans, Associate Professor, Anthropology 
Joan Falkenberg-Getman, Manager, Academic Technology Center 
Francille Firebaugh, Director, Special Projects, Offices of the President & Provost 
Lyman Flahive, Director Human Resource Information Systems and Records Administration 
Katherine Forester, Student, College of Arts & Sciences 
Bill Fry, Trustee; and Professor, Plant Pathology 
Al Gantert, Associate Director, Athletics & Physical Education 
Rob Gearhart, Director of Faculty Development 
Kathleen Gemmell, Director of Planning, Policy & Academic Support, College of Arts & 
Sciences 
Claire Germain, Director, Law Library 
Jenny Gerner, Associate Dean, College of Human Ecology 
Rob Gilbert, Associate Dean for Clinical Programs & Professional Services 
Peter Gould, Associate Director, Johnson Museum 
Dan Grossman, Graduate Student, Computer Science 
Sol Gruner, Professor, Physics 
Tanni Hall, Interim Dean of Students 
Steve Hamilton, Professor, Human Development; Chair, Committee on Program Review 
Bob Harris, Vice Provost for Diversity & Faculty Development 
Ron Harris-Warrick, Professor, Neurobiology & Behavior 
Salah Hassan, Associate Professor, Africana Studies & Research Center 
Ray Helmke, Director, Laboratory of Nuclear Studies Computing Facility 
Susan Henry, Dean, College of Agriculture & Life Sciences 
Tim Hinkin, Director, Undergraduate Studies, School of Hotel Administration 
Peter Hirtle, Co-Director, Cornell Institute for Digital Collections 
John Hoffman, Director of Library Facilities Planning 
Brit Holmberg, Senior, College of Human Ecology 
John Hopcroft, Dean, College of Engineering 
Ron Hoy, Professor, Neurobiology & Behavior 
Isabel Hull, Chair, History Department; Chair, Arts & Sciences Curriculum Committee 
Tony Ingraffea, Associate Director, Theory Center 
Mike Isaacson, Professor, Applied & Engineering Physics 
Joan Jacobs-Brumberg, Professor, Human Development 
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Pat Johnson, Treasurer 
Rick Jones, Associate Director, Information Technologies 
Wes Kahle, Director, Information Technologies 
Tom Keane, Director, Financial Aid & Student Employment 
Mike Kelley, Professor, Electrical & Computer Engineering 
Anne Kenney, Assistant Director, Preservation and Conservation; Co-Director, Cornell Institute 
for Digital Collections 
Don King, Campus Life 
Cathy Klimaszewski, Associate Director/Ames Curator of Education, Johnson Museum 
Zsuzsa Koltay, Coordinator of Electronic Publishing 
Isaac Kramnick, Professor, American Studies 
Barb Krause, Assistant Secretary to the Corporation and Associate University Counsel 
John Lambert, Director, Statutory Finance & Business 
Ed Lawler, Dean, School of Industrial & Labor Relations 
Krysta Levac, Graduate Student, University Assembly 
Phil Lewis, Dean, College of Arts & Sciences 
Dave Lipsky, Professor, ILR Institutional Conflict Resolution 
Cathy Long, Assistant Dean for Engineering, College of Engineering 
Tim Lynch, Head, Information Technology Section 
Rick MacDonald, Director, Information Technologies 
Ann Martin, Associate Dean, ILR Extension 
Biddy Martin, Provost 
Michael Matier, Director of Institutional Research & Planning 
Ken McClane, Professor, Literature 
Polley McClure, Vice President for Information Technologies 
Jim Mingle, University Counsel and Secretary of the Corporation 
Helen Morhman, Executive Director, Cornell Information Technologies 
Cindy Monroe, Administrative Assistant, Dining Administration 
Jonathan Monroe, Director, John S. Knight Writing Program 
Michele Moody-Adams, Director, Ethics & Public Life Program 
Liz Moore, Trustee 
Becky Morgan, Trustee 
Susan Murphy, Vice President for Student & Academic Services 
Suzy Nelson, Associate Dean of Students for Fraternity & Sorority Affairs 
Andy Noel, Director, Athletics & Physical Education 
Mary Ochs, Head of Collection Development 
Therese O’Connor, Senior Lecturer; Director, Housing & Feeding the Homeless Program 
Porus Olpadwala, Dean, College of Architecture, Art & Planning 
Mary Opperman, Vice President for Human Resources 
Tom Owens, Associate Professor, Plant Biology 
Susan Piliero, Director, Center for Learning & Teaching 
Jean Poland, Associate University Librarian for Engineering, Mathematics & Physical Sciences 
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Hunter Rawlings, President 
Katherine Reagan, Curator of Rare Books 
Ken Reardon, Associate Professor, City & Regional Planning 
Jean Reese, Project Leader, Residential Initiative 
Dennis Regan, Professor, Psychology 
Inge Reichenbach, Vice President for Alumni Affairs & Development 
Oya Rieger, Coordinator, Digital Imaging and Preservation Research Unit 
David Rosen, Professor, Music 
Mary Sadler, Assistant Director, Faculty and Special Programs 
Nick Salvatore, Professor, American Studies 
Wendy Schaerer, Interim Director, Undergraduate Admissions Office 
Darryl Scott, Director of Admissions, College of Human Ecology 
Ron Seeber, Associate Dean, School of Industrial & Labor Relations 
Lidija Sekaric, Graduate Student, Applied Physics 
Anne Shapiro, Assistant Controller for, Disbursements and Tax 
Hurf Sheldon, Director, Research Computer Systems, Computer Graphics Center 
John Silcox, Vice Provost for Physical Science & Engineering 
Bob Smith, Associate Dean, School of Industrial & Labor Relations 
Frank Strickland, Director, Computer Support, College of Arts & Sciences 
LeNorman Strong, Assistant Vice President for Campus Life 
Dean Sutphin, Associate Dean, College of Agriculture & Life Sciences 
Robert Swieringa, Dean, Johnson Graduate School of Management 
Harold Tanner, Trustee 
Lee Teitelbaum, Dean, Law School 
Sarah Thomas, University Librarian 
Terry Thomas, Information Technology Director, College of Agriculture & Life Sciences 
Sandip Tiwari, Professor, Electrical & Computer Engineering 
Nancy Vanorman, Assistant Director for Data Administration, Cornell Information 
Technologies 
Leonardo Vargas-Mendez, Interim Director, Public Service Center 
Dave Vernon, Director of Special Projects, Office of Information Technology 
Bonita Voiland, Assistant Dean, Hospital Operations 
Edward Weissman, Assistant to the University Librarian 
Mike Whalen, Director, Planning Information and Policy Analysis 
Mary Wheeler, Assistant Controller, Accounting, Reporting & Analysis 
Scott Wicks, Head of Acquisition Services 
David Yeh, Assistant Vice President for Student & Academic Services and University Registrar 
Krista Zanetti, Graduate Student 
Alan Zehnder, Professor, Theoretical & Applied Mathematics 
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Groups 
Associate Deans 
Admissions and Financial Aid 
Assessment 
Computing Center Directors 
Contract College Deans 
Data Administration Committee 
Distributed Learning & Other Emerging Issues of the Libraries 
eCornell 
Employee Assembly 
Faculty Senate 
Financial Affairs 
General Committee of the Graduate School 
General Committee on Graduate Education 
Graduate & Professional Student Assembly 
Information Technology Leadership 
Library Information Technology 
Library Management Team 
Life Sciences 
Physical Sciences 
Public Service Center 
Residence Life 
Salary Equity 
Steering Committee 
Student Assembly 
West Campus Council 
West Campus Council Chairs 

Weill Medical College 

Paul Larson conducted an extensive set of separate interviews in New York City on April 11-12, 
2001. 
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