SULLIVAN COUNTY COMMUNITY COLLEGE

INTERVIEW: Wendy Grossman

INTERVIEWED BY: Joel Lerner

April 2006


JL: Today we’re at Sullivan County Community College and I’m talking with Wendy Grossman.  Wendy, please tell us when you first became associated with Sullivan County Community College and how long have you been with us?

WG: Do you want to take it back to the first time I became involved as a student?

JL: All the way back.

WG: Actually Joel, I have to say I became involved with Sullivan County Community College when you did an admissions gig at Jeffersonville Central School back in 1964.  You were selling the college at that point and I didn’t know what I wanted to do when I graduated, so I applied to the college and ended up coming to Sullivan County Community College as a student in September of 1965.  I have been here ever since, except for a one-year maternity leave. 

JL: Oh, my gosh, that’s going way, way back.

WG: And I’m happy to say I’m now retired from Sullivan County, but I’m still here teaching.  

JL: That’s good.  That happens to be great.  Who were some of the colleagues or contemporaries with whom you worked at the college and what do you remember best about their contribution to the school?  Name some names and just tell us something about them.  
WG: My very first boss when I started working at the college was John McKacky, who was registrar.  I was secretary to the registrar at the time and he was very supportive.  Lou Harmon is another registrar I worked with.  I’ve gone through a lot of different supervisors in my tenured years.  We skipped quite a few.  There was one person, Diane Brown, who was a short-term employee at the college, who was Director of Admissions and Transfer Services at the time.  She was wonderful and she was really supportive of the college.  John and Lou were very supportive and, again of course, Frank Kineilly and Andy Schwarz when I was in the hotel division.

JL: That spans 40 years.

WG: That spans 40 years.

JL: Forty years.  Did you get to know members of the faculty and the staff, everyone there, and which ones…again, it’s almost like repetition but which ones really stood out in your mind?

WG: I have to say one of the instructors, and I’m not saying it because you are sitting next to me.  You were one of them.  You were one of the guiding lights for me as a student here at the college.  Another strong faculty member that gave me a lot support, both as a student and as a member of the college family, was Barbara Jones, who was an English teacher at the time.  She has passed away since, but she was another guiding light of the college.  It’s hard to say because there have been so many.  To go back in retrospect, I could say there was something special about every faculty member I’ve worked with very closely when I was registrar, because each one had unique problems and we worked it out with the students.  So it’s a hard answer to zero in on specific people.
JL: But that’s fine.  Now we’re going to go a little bit into politics for a second.  Were there any town/gown problems that you could think of or problems in the relationships with any of our college sponsors that hit you directly?

WG: No, not at all.  

JL: You were just in that little office downstairs?

WG: All the time we’ve been on this campus, I’ve been in an office without a window.  

JL: In the basement without a window, so you had no idea what was going on in the world.

WG: No idea except for the radio, when it worked.

JL: When did collective bargaining come to the campus?  Do you remember this at all?  What do you remember most about how it affected the college and the group and the tight-knit community that we were in at the time?

WG: I’d have to say that it had to change with collective bargaining and unions becoming more powerful when we moved from the South Fallsburg campus to the Loch Sheldrake campus and we became bigger and we weren’t as small.  Nobody knew each other.  We lost that family-ness.  We became an institution.  We became larger, we had larger classes and unions started to play a more powerful role at that point.
JL: I remember that.  The union started coming in and we kind of lost a lot of what I would call a brotherhood, sisterhood that we did have.

WG: Right.  Everybody had lunch in that little boiler room down in the old campus.

JL: Do you remember the college’s foundation that we had, and we still have right now?  The college foundation was active, and what do you know about that?  What are any of the areas that you remember that would have any effect on you at all?

WG: In the foundation, nothing really had an effect on me.  I was more involved in the alumni aspect of it.

JL: Well, then let me give you the big question that I’ve always been interested in that they’ve asked of everyone.  If you go back these 40 years, and Wendy, it was 40 years, what were probably some of the most interesting and exciting times, situations or incidents that you remember?  I remember, and this is going back before you, because you came in ’64.  I remember I was president for the day one day and that was the day that President Kennedy got shot.  We had to close the college down.  It was on a Friday.  So I just remember the chaos that we had.  

WG: The one thing I do remember on the old campus, and you go back to the main building, where there were steps at each end of the campus.  You go in one door, up the steps and down and around.  It was during the Vietnam Era and students were protesting.  They were able to protest as long as they kept their lines moving.  They kept making this circle; in one door, up the steps, around, down and out, and they kept going at it.  And it was peaceful.  There were no problems.  We didn’t need the Fallsburg Police.  Everybody just did what they were told.  There was more respect then from the student population when it comes to this.  The faculty worked with the students.

JL: And today?

WG: Today you don’t have that.  You know, I see this where I substitute teach, the way the kids talk and there’s no control over some of them.  

JL: Different type of student.

WG: Different type of student completely. 

JL: What do you think the impact of the Sullivan County Community College has been on Sullivan County, the community, its residents, you know, the accomplishments that we’ve made?

WG: I think that those that have chosen to send their children to Sullivan County Community College to get their degrees and then went off to other colleges didn’t like it.  They were homesick and came back to the college to use their hometown community college.  It has made a great impact.  Some of the success stories that we hear, once they graduate from Sullivan, they go on to a college of their choice.  We have given them a jump start to where they want to go with their lives.  Without it, they may not have gotten there.  And I would say that for myself, too.  I didn’t want to go away from home.

JL: And a lot of students don’t.

WG: A lot don’t want to.  They use the home school.  You have to give the institution a chance like you have to wherever, and I think Sullivan is a great attribute to the county.

JL: And look what we’ve done with the adults.

WG: And with the adults.  You have a lot adults returning, getting degrees.  I remember we had one part-time student.  She took a course a semester and it took her, I think, 15 years to get her associate’s degree, but she was a grandmother.  She was thrilled.  Without this, she wouldn’t have done it.

JL: Absolutely.  I have to tell you, I look at the success of the college as working with the adults that never would have had the chance to do this.

WG: And you know what gives me great satisfaction also through all the years.  I can’t even tell you how many hundreds of students have gone through my door, as registrar, as transfer coordinator, as a faculty member teaching.  When you see them in the mall, when you see them wherever and they come up to you and tell you what they’re doing today and how great it is and you get a thank you.  It’s amazing how thrilled they are.
JL: Those are the great things and accomplishments that we did do.  But if you look back on the 40 years, what do you wish that we could have done that we didn’t do?  What didn’t we accomplish?

WG: Oh, that’s a difficult question.  It’s hard to say what we didn’t do because of the economics of the County.  You know, maybe if there was financially more money in the County, the college could have grown a little bit more, maybe had some other diverse programs.  I think we do everything we possibly can at this point.
JL: That leads me to the next question, which is what do you consider the most difficult problems that we had?  I agree with you.  Money has always been a difficult problem.

WG: A lot of times it’s convincing people that there is a need for advanced education and that people should take advantage of it.  Maybe if we could have done some more trade-type programs to get people to deal with some of the unemployment problems we have.  When the hotels were open, we had the hotel program and it was fantastic.  We were training people in the hotel industry and fulfilling the needs of the hotels but, unfortunately, the hotels all closed up.  But there have to be some industries out there that aren’t being touched by other technical colleges or other universities that we could probably touch on.

JL: It’s a long time, those 40 years, and the difficult problems that we did come up against.  Scooting over to another end, on student and college services, student services, community involvement, athletics, what do you remember about them?

WG: They were big when I was a student and always big, especially basketball.  Basketball was always the biggest and I think it always drew the biggest crowd.  I think that is the same with your public school systems also, where you get the most for basketball versus soccer.

JL: I remember Eddie Strong.

WG: And Eddie is in Europe.  He plays ball in Europe.  His cousin was here a year or two ago, going to school.

JL: We’ve won so many national championships and we’ve really been known.

WG: We had volleyball under John Webster.  He won tournaments also.

JL: I don’t want to go way back when, but in ’63 when we opened up, we didn’t have enough students to have a five-man basketball team.  The president, Richard Greenfield, and I were on the team.  We were just…you know, we couldn’t even sink a basket.

WG: At least I can say that’s before my time!

JL: That’s before your time, right.  In your opinion, what is it about Sullivan County Community College that attracts students?  What sets it apart from other colleges?
WG: I think the uniqueness of our setting, students looking to get away from the inner city.  We give them a second chance with an education.  We’re rural but it’s also a culture shock to students coming out from some areas unless they’ve come up on a tour before they’ve seen the college.  I remember teaching a freshman seminar class and I had a group…it was in January and I had a whole group of guys from the Bronx, New York City area, and I said what’s your feeling of coming to Sullivan County Community College?  Well, they’d never smelled a skunk before.  They had a skunk living under their bungalow, which really surprised them, and deer walking in the backyard.  They had never been out of New York City until the day they came to register for classes up here.  They loved the environment, seeing nature.

JL: Now, what about yourself?  What attracted you to come here?

WG: As a student or an employee?

JL: We’ll take it as both.  I remember you said you heard about the college, but what attracted you here instead of somewhere else, like Orange County Community College or maybe living out of the area?

WG: Well, I was working for my parents, who had a bakery in Jeffersonville at the time, and I really didn’t want to go to Middletown.  My brother went to Orange County Community College before Sullivan County was in existence and I didn’t care for the campus.  I was more of a homebody, so if the college wasn’t here, I would have probably gone to Orange County, but since it was here within commuting distance to my house, I stayed here.  But by November of my first semester, I moved into the Olympic Hotel.  I was tired of commuting, so that was my breakaway point.  After I graduated from here, one of my good friends, Rosemary Rosenberger, who was working in the Admissions Office at the time, her boss had said, “If you go down to the cafeteria and get me lunch, I’ll give you a job.”  So I went and got John Connelly lunch that day and next thing, I filled out an application.  I was granted a secretarial position to start working in September at the college in the year I graduated.

JL: And you decided just to stay here?

WG: And I decided to stay here. 

JL: Forty years later you’re…

WG: Forty years later…as people would say to my parents as I was going to work, “Is Wendy still going to college?”  And my parents said yes!  Technically, I was going to college every day.  Even though I had graduated, I was still coming.

JL: And then you met Steve.

WG: Then I met Steve, who graduated from Sullivan County Community College.  He had gotten out of the Navy and came to school and I met him.  And history was there 36 years later. 

JL: But you settled in Orange County.

WG: And settled in Orange, because Steve worked for Orange County Community College.

JL: We’re not even going to mention them!

WG: That’s OK!  But it was cheaper to live in Middletown than it was in this area.

JL: Oh, really?  That’s very surprising, because today it’s like a totally different type of area.  And you commuted, and it wasn’t a bad commute living over there?
WG: No.  We carpooled.  

JL: If you had to make any single comment about the college and how it affected your life and certainly the college affected every one of our lives, how would you summarize in total with everything?

WG: I would say the college was very supportive of me through personal problems that I’ve had, helping me academically grow.  I grew tremendously being in an academic environment for all these years, just picking up different things and being able to take additional classes above my associate’s degree, which led me to go to Empire State College to finish up and get my bachelor’s degree in student personnel and guidance.  It was home.  It was another home for me with the support of the faculty, administration, the students, staff, everybody.

JL: You never went on to any other college?

WG: No, just Empire State College.

JL: Did you ever have any relationship with SUNY Central?

WG: No.  

JL: None.  So you were in the middle office.

WG: I was in that little office without windows. 

JL: Without windows and you didn’t know what was going on in the world.  You know something, sometimes that’s very good.

WG: I was very happy.  The students would come in and I was here.  I felt the whole time I was employed here at the college I was here for the students.  The students were my life from 9 to 5, 8 to 4.  Whenever they saw me, if they saw me at the Galleria at dinner somewhere and they had a question, I always took the time to take care of their needs.  In fact, today when I walked into the cafeteria on the evening I teach to get something to eat, students come up to me and I still sit down and work with them.

JL: You’re teaching here now doing what?

WG: First aid, CPR, one afternoon a week.

JL: That’s nice.  So even in retirement, you’re still involved.

WG: Even in retirement, I can’t stay away from the students.  It’s my life.  Four days a week, I substitute teach in the Pine Bush and Middletown school system.  I went from college age to kindergarten, first, second and third grade, and the first day I was back to do my college class, I was hoping I didn’t send anybody to the corner.

JL: This question isn’t even on the list, but I think it’s such an important one, especially for someone like you, who had been here for 40 years, it’s quite a change.

WG: Most definitely.

JL: In terms of?

WG: The way things are run.  It’s more of a business.  Well, it has to be a business.  Each one is out for their own department.  In all honesty, you don’t have the camaraderie that you had as a small institution.  I don’t think you find camaraderie in big institutions anywhere today.  I think it’s about the same across the board.

JL: You came in ’64 with a class of about 120, I think.

WG: About that.

JL: We had 73 in 1963, or 74, and then I think we expanded to about 150.  Today we’re at 1300.

WG: It’s a big change.  There was one English class.  You either took it or you didn’t.  Now there are 14 English classes for the same course.  It’s a big difference.  You taught a section of accounting.  Now there are many.  

JL: And the caliber of the student?

WG: The caliber of the student, I think, has gone down a bit.  It’s not as strong in some areas.  I find that there are more and more for the remedial programs we have to get them to where they need to be.  It gives them that support to get where they need to be.  And I can’t say…for college students, it’s across the board.  I find students that have a lot of learning problems, where it may not be picked up.  Fortunately, with our tutoring center and the remedial center we have and the developmental classes, we really give the student a firm basis to go on to get a college education.  I think we have one student that goes back to when you were in school teaching, who has her doctorate degree now.  We gave her a fantastic foundation to get her degree.

JL: Dunham.

WG: Donna.  We got her to where she is.

JL: She’s going to be our graduation speaker this year.

WG: Oh, great.  But that’s a perfect example of a student.  Other students that come in who are weak, through no fault of their own, we give them that foundation and we build on it to give them the two years or three years, whatever it takes to get their associate’s degree.  They go to any four-year college they want.

JL: Moving up to the next level, during those 40 years that you were here at the college, what have you seen in change in faculty as far as attitudes or feelings?

WG: That goes back to kind of where, if it’s not specified and it’s not negotiated, it’s not going to be done.  Before, everybody would do anything for anybody.  If I was going to be out and I was teaching, somebody would cover my class or vice versa.  Nobody would ask for payment to cover it.  It was all in a day’s work.  My dad had the philosophy that I grew up with, whatever needs to be done within your working hours while you’re there gets done.  You’re getting paid for the same day, so it doesn’t matter what you do, and I’m a firm believer in that.

JL: But today you don’t see that?

WG: You don’t often see that today.  Over the years, that has dwindled.

JL: You think that’s because the union came in, collective bargaining came in, faculty negotiated through an outside source?

WG: I would say some of that.  I would say the low percentages of raises, the time it takes in between contracts to settle a contract, and I think they just get fed up and everybody wants everything.  There’s another thing.  It’s a two-letter word called “thank you.”  If that word isn’t used, people get disgruntled and they’re not going to do it.  If you’re thanked and shown appreciation, you’re going to go the extra mile.  In fact, today when I said I had something more important, I had a recognition thank-you luncheon through Horton Hospital as a volunteer at 12:00, where they had 400 people that they were recognizing at dinner at Cuel’s Catering House. 
JL: How nice.

WG: It goes a long way.  You had people who had donated up to 7000 hours of volunteer time.  They’re thanked twice a year and they keep coming back and coming back.

JL: That’s a very good point about appreciation, because certainly the college is not known for its high rate of compensation in terms of finances.

WG: It doesn’t have to be a financial compensation.

JL: That’s what I’m saying, that we should recognize the good deeds.  I guess some of the feeling has always been, you know, the good is often interred with the bones and the evil lives after them.  We only hear about the negatives and very little about the positive attributes.

WG: A thank you and recognition goes a lot further than money, even though money pays for the increase in gas today.

JL: We’re not going to even talk about that!

WG: No, but I’m just saying a thank you goes a long way.  I know with this faculty not being thanked for many things, they stop doing it, and that’s across the campus.

JL: We’ve been talking with Wendy Grossman, who has been here for 40 years, started here as a student and then continued for 38 years as a faculty member and staff member here at Sullivan County Community College.  Do you have any last words in summation?

WG: The only thing I could say, Joel, in summation is that I pointed to some negatives but, all in all, the 40 years as a student and as a faculty and staff member have been great and I don’t think I would have changed my life.  There were more positives than negatives in all of this.
JL: I think that’s a very good way to end it.  Thank you, Wendy, and we’ll talk about the next 40 years in 40 years!
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