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This is Ben Weaver, I’m interviewing Barbara Davis, retired faculty member in modern languages at Onondaga Community College.  Today’s date is Monday, July 31, 2006.  Could you please tell us how and when you first became associated with Onondaga Community College and how long you were associated with it?

BD: September of 1969.  I’m actually professor emerita.  

BW: Oh, OK.  

BD: It sounds fancier than “retired.”

BW: And when did you retire?

BD: In 1994.

BW: 1994.  OK.  Were you always in the modern languages department?  

BD: Yes.  Well actually part of the time that I was there I also did administrative work.  I was director of educational development, which was program development and faculty development.

BW: Who were some of the colleagues that you worked with or some of your contemporaries?

BD: I served as president of the faculty for a number of years and I have to say that all of the faculty members that I worked with were really quite astonishing people; quite amazing.  Some of them, I guess, stood out in my mind.  I loved the members of my department.  We were a female department.  One of the things I liked best about the college, in the late '60s, was that it was a place where women were certainly treated the same as men, which was not normal.  That was the height of the women’s movement but OCC was a very unbiased place it seemed to me in terms of gender issues.  There were also some wonderful faculty people.  Joe Agonito in the history department, Joseph Rush in the English department, Jim McKillop in English, Joe Agnito in psychology, Carol Oney and Margaret Tubbert in biology.  All of the departments in the college when I began there had faculty members who were extremely well-credentialed, but their primary interest, as mine was, was in teaching.  And that I think was a big difference from the four-year colleges.

BW: Sure.

BD: I, myself, came with a Ph.D. from Columbia.  I taught at Columbia College briefly.  But, frankly, I was much happier teaching at OCC.  

BW: That’s great.  Did you get to know many members of the administration?

BD: Yes.  I worked with all of the presidents, some closer than others.  The academic vice president, with whom I worked most closely, and whom I admire tremendously, was John Blasi.  I thought he did wonderful things for the college during his tenure there, which was about ten years, I think.  Probably because he came from a four-year college background and had a more academic and liberal, not liberal in the political sense, but an open-minded approach to what we were doing.  He was very willing to support innovation and development and not all of our presidents agreed with him.

BW: I see.  Were you aware of any town-gown problems either in relationship between the school and the city, or between the school and the county sponsor?

BD: I think that was a major issue that defined the college.  Someone is working now on the history of OCC, but there were many political issues.  There was a lot of hostility towards the college.  Clearly the county sponsored us but I think they didn’t know what to do with us once they had us there.  So there were many issues involving that, which got involved with the politics of the area and with the newspaper, which didn’t seem to like us, and also there was Syracuse University.  It wasn’t the university itself that did anything but there many people who didn’t even think we needed a community college because we had Syracuse University.  Although we’re really talking about apples and oranges.

BW: I see.

BD: Yes, there were a number of problems.  Not with the people, I don’t think, because basically people in the community were the people who were coming to us but with the politicians and with members of the county legislature.  Although, I believe the county executives have always been supportive of the college.  I think it was mostly with the legislature, which had to fund us.  That was a big problem!

BW: It must have been!  Do you recall when collective bargaining came to campus?

BD: It had come before I arrived in ’69.  Joe Agonito would be the best person to ask.  I gather it arose over an academic freedom issue involving one of the professors.  But the union played a tremendously important role in the life of the college from the time it was created.  The faculty and the college were often at odds.  We’re always going on strike.  Negotiations for contracts tended to be protracted and reported with glee in the newspaper because it didn’t always make us look good.  It was important to me personally.  There were nine of us who didn’t get tenure the year we were up for tenure for reasons that still to this day I don’t understand.  We were saved through the collective bargaining unit because the trustees neglected to notify us by the appropriate deadline.  So the union definitely had an impact on the college.  Some people don’t see it necessarily as positive because it created an antagonistic relationship, being a labor-management relationship.  But given the caliber of some of the administrative leadership in the college I personally felt it was necessary and very helpful.  It definitely had an impact on OCC.  Many people felt that the college shouldn’t do that, that we should be above that.  It was many, many governance issues that became contractual issues and the only power that the faculty ever had came through the agreements.  

BW: I see.  And you mentioned that the newspaper was very happy to publish, when there was some sort of problem within the school and with the relationship between the city and the school.  Did that ever change through time or was that pretty much constant?

BD: I don’t think it’s as bad now.  I think that there were changes in the staff of the newspaper.  Or they just may have decided that there’s “nothing we can do,” or they may have just liked what it’s become.  They may have eventually come around.  There is new leadership at the college now.  There are new people on the board of trustees.  The board of trustees was the same people for the longest time.  Some of them died or eventually were replaced.  Maybe with new people there or just a turnabout in the way the college was perceived.  I think that the press has gotten to be better.  For many, many years the college could not get a break in the newspapers.  They would never report the wonderful things that were going on there but they were very happy to report anything negative that was going on there.  Which was really too bad because the college was doing wonderful things for almost all of its existence but it never really got a fair shake in the newspapers.  

BW: Do you recall how the college worked to develop the campus and the buildings?  Was the campus always on its current site?

BD: No.  We began in a converted factory, downtown.  I think it was.  Midtown Plaza, it was called.  We shared office space with other people.  We were on various floors in that building and there were offices on other floors.  It was an interesting mix.  I remember teaching a Spanish class in the biology lab and rats with rigor mortis would fall out of the cabinets from time to time.

BW: Oh, no!

BD: It was quite the pioneering spirit.  Then, in about 1972, I think, I’m not sure, we moved up to our new campus up on Onondaga Hill.  It is a beautiful campus; very much designed in a Florida mode.  Of course, this is not Florida.  You had to walk quite a way in the snow and the wind and it was out of the way, which was a problem for many of our students as the only way you could get there was by car.  So that would mean they would have to get a car, then they’d have to pay insurance, then they’d have to get a job to pay for the insurance.  That was another source of friction; whether the college should be located up on the hill or whether it should have been downtown, more accessible to minority communities and to bus lines.  But, for whatever reason, I think it was primarily political, it was placed up on Onondaga Hill.  The buildings were nice and we all liked being up there.  It definitely changed the nature of interactions on campus because you didn’t necessarily see people the way you did in the close quarters where everybody sat in the cafeteria for lunch.  Now you were more spread out.  That was OK for a long time.  They kept adding buildings.  Most recently under the new president, Debbie Sydow, they have done a tremendous amount of building.  They’ve created dormitories and it is just transformed up there.  It looks beautiful.  If I were a student today I would be very proud to go up there and live on campus because it really looks like a first class institution.  

BW: That’s good to hear.  

BD: I said to President Sydow, I wish I was twenty years younger and I would come and work for her because she seems to have done major, major work on making everything in the college look good so that the physical appearance of the college is consonant with the academic quality of the classes.  The college needed somebody to come and do that.  I think it suffered for many years with this inferiority complex that it was second rate.  It really wasn’t.  It never was.  The courses were excellent, the teachers were excellent but there was this image of second rate about it.  I think once President Sydow came here she really spruced it up, made it look really good.  It spoke of pride in the institution.  I think for the first time there’s a real sense of pride about the college, now.  It’s wonderful.  

BW: That’s great.  Do you recall if the college foundation was active while you were at the college?

BD: I don’t remember exactly when it was created but it has become, again under President Sydow, a real force.  It must have been in the '80s.  It wasn’t terribly active in the beginning but it’s become more and more a force to be reckoned with, I think.  They have some very good development people there now. 

BW: OK, but it was after the first thirty years, that it was established?

BD: Yes, I don’t think we did much with the foundation at the beginning.  I think Roy Whitney, who was the president of the board of trustees for a number of years, was another man who just had transformative abilities.  I assume he was well-to-do, I really don’t know, but he was devoted to the college, unassuming, a real quality individual.  There’s a building named after him now.  He worked very hard to get the college up to a higher standard and I think he was instrumental in helping to create the foundation.  

BW: And here’s a fun question: For you, personally, what were some of the most interesting or exciting times?

BD: For me, almost everything while I was there was fun.  When I started we had such a mix of students with Vietnam veterans coming back, women who had never had a chance to go to college coming to college, minority students, all kinds of people.  They were definitely not the traditional 18-year-olds.  When you taught, there was an excitement in the classroom that you didn’t find in a normal college setting.  These people had so many other experiences to draw on.  It was just always fun for me to teach them and interact with them.  When John Blasi was there he really emphasized the community in Onondaga Community College so we did a lot of exciting programs—I was doing administrative stuff at the time—we did a lot of exciting programs with and for the community.  We had minority, at that time primarily African-American art exhibits.  I did a photographic history of the African-American community.  The faculty had a cultural committee and we brought Alex Haley in to talk about Roots and many other first-class speakers.  We developed a faculty colloquium series where the faculty would present the results of research and writing that they were doing.  It was a really exciting time to be there because we could do a lot of innovative things.  We had an honors program.  We had an assistance and development program that really worked.  It was small groups of students and it really made a difference in their academic achievement.  

The faculty, as I said, was extremely devoted to the institution so we were able to allow them to pursue courses that they were interested in, programs that they were interested in developing, all in conjunction with the students.  It was really a lot of fun because most of the people who came to OCC didn’t expect it to be what it was although, we always had an attrition problem.  I think all community colleges do but for people who were looking for something, OCC could really meet their needs, particularly for the non-traditional student.  I think that was where we really excelled; in meeting the needs of the non-traditional student.  

All of the years that I was there were really exciting years because people were just so devoted to the mission of the community college.  Those of us who were working there never saw it as anything other than fulfilling what we wanted to do with our lives.  We could publish if we wanted to.  Jim McKillip was published with Oxford University Press and there were others who could and wanted to do that and we encouraged it.  I helped people with finding grants.  We had people getting NNF grants; NEA grants; state grants.  We were able to do that but we were also able to focus, without worrying, on making our classes exciting for our students and that was always fun.  We’d stay in touch with them and it was really nice.  It was a great opportunity for people who enjoyed teaching and most of us really did.  That was what we really liked to do.

BW: You said that you had a good mix of students.  You really drew the women and the minorities from the community and provided them with an education that they may not otherwise have had.  Was there any other impact of the college on the community that you are aware of?

BD: I think the college has had a big impact.  Certainly it’s had a financial impact on the community.  The have been studies that show what we have done in terms of returning things to the community and providing a qualified and well-educated citizenry for the community.  One of the things about Syracuse University that I think people don’t take into account is that most of its students come from elsewhere and leave.  Whereas one of the things at OCC is that students come from here and tend to stay here.  So if you can provide a well-educated citizenry, it makes a difference in this community.  One of the things that the president is doing in terms of having the history of the college written in time for our fiftieth anniversary in 2010, is to try to make people aware of just how many people have been affected by OCC.  There are generations of nurses and dental hygienists and a lot of people in radio and television.  A lot of kids have come to study music because we have a music program.  Actually we had a theater program for a long time too.  Those things you didn’t always see in community colleges.  Then there are all of the students who went through the liberal arts programs and went on to four-year schools.  I think it really did make a big difference.  If one added up all the numbers of people who have come there you would probably see that it made a major impact on the sponsor.  It took a while for people to acknowledge that.  I’m not sure that they still have recognized the full impact of the college.

BW: Is there anything that has not been achieved that you wish had?

BD: I do still wonder about the location.  I wonder if the college had been downtown whether it would have had a larger impact on the African-American community and the Hispanic community, which is small but growing.  I think its location removed it from servicing those groups as well as it could have.  I really wish it had gotten better press all along for its many, many accomplishments.  Other than that, I can’t help but say I think it’s going totally in the right direction under this new president.  I think she’s wonderful.

BW: Oh, that’s great to hear!

BD: I don’t work there so I don’t know.  If I did maybe I’d feel differently.  From my perspective I am just extremely impressed with what she’s doing.  It’s like the college has finally grown up and gotten the kind of leadership it deserves, which is nice.  OCC had many presidents - too many presidents.  

BW: Nobody ever considered, while you were there, building a downtown campus or providing classes downtown?  

BD: It came up at one point when the post office building was for sale and it generated a lot of letters to the editor and stuff but nothing ever happened.  

BW: Were there any other difficult problems that you faced while you were associated with the college?  

BD: The faculty-administration relationships were a problem for many, many years, I think, until recently.  I think the administrators who were hired saw themselves as managers rather than administrators and treated the faculty like labor.  The faculty, although they had a union, saw themselves as professionals and that led to a certain amount of conflict, which may be inherent in any institution but I think was a little more strident at OCC than at other places.  Plus I thought that the faculty was generally right and the administration was usually wrong!!!  It was interesting because when we would have interim presidents we had much more collegiality because the interims seemed to have been people, actually men, with more experience in higher education and their view was more benign and they were more empathetic to the faculty’s position on most issues, which were not self-serving; they were generally student-serving positions.  So we tended to do better under interim leadership than we did under some of the presidents that we had.  

BW: What programs or other services such as student services, community involvement, athletic or special programs do you remember about the college?

BD: Over the years there were a lot.  I’m not a sports person although I know that the baseball program was well-respected and well-liked and I would imagine that there are other programs as well.  Student services were weak for many years.  I don’t know if it’s been improved since I left, but as a commuter college it was really hard to get the students involved in a lot of student government things.  It seems to me, with my limited perspective, that the students primarily interacted within the academic setting.  I’m sure there were exceptions probably in the health-related professional areas where I know they had clinics and the students would work with members of the community.  Certainly in areas like criminal justice where you’re working directly with local law enforcement agencies there’s tremendous involvement in the photography program and in things like that.  In the liberal arts or math/science areas I think student government was not a big thing.  The student newspaper was on-again, off-again.  It was on for many years and then it sort of dwindled out.  There wasn’t a lot of involvement because, as I said, these students had to work or if they were older they had families and they were working.  For those kinds of things I don’t think the college provided it.  I think having a residential campus will make a big difference in that regard.  It’s hard for commuters to find the time to stay there, particularly when you’re up on top of a hill in this snowy climate. 

BW: In your opinion, what was it about Onondaga Community College that attracted people?  What set it apart from other colleges?

BD: Well, I think primarily cost was a major factor that attracted people to OCC.  There were some programs, like nursing, where I think we were the only show in town or the best show in town.  It was the college of first choice for very few students but it was so much less expensive that it became an entry point for many students.  For older students it was a way to get back in and for most of them it was just the only way they could afford to go to school.

BW: Do you know much about the relationship between the college and SUNY Central Administration in Albany?

BD: I was sort of aware of it.  I think it was cordial.  I don’t think we had many issues with SUNY Central.  I know the college developed a lot of articulation agreements when Dr. Bosley was there.  The one biggest change that I saw in the college that I felt came from SUNY Central was when the state regulations were changed regarding the percentage of full-time to part-time faculty.  There used to be a mandated ratio.  You needed to have a certain number of full-time faculty members as the percentage of the faculty.  Once that changed, the college, not only us, but all the community colleges, were able to hire larger numbers of adjuncts and reduce the number of full-time positions.  I think that significantly affected the college.  Not that the adjuncts weren’t highly qualified people who taught well but it affected the relationship among faculty and kind of diluted the collegiality of it, where everybody knew each other and it was a more cohesive structure than when you had a lot of adjuncts teaching there who came, taught their class and went home.  

BW: You touched on this question a little bit before.  Are you aware of how and why the need for the college came up?  You said there was some opposition from the community.

BD: Yes, actually that’s something that Barbara Rivette is working on now and she would be the expert to answer this.  There were people who felt that we needed one, that this was a movement that was happening.  Yes, there were definitely people who were opposed to it but, again, Barbara would be much more aware.  

BW: I’ve got one more question for you and I think you’ll be able to answer this one.  What was it that attracted you to this college?  What attracted you to the two-year schools as opposed to the four-year schools?

BD: Well, realistically, I was offered a job there, which made a difference.  I came to Syracuse because I didn’t know where it was, which was really stupid.  I’m from New York City and I plead being from New York City; they’re myopic!  Once I was there, I can tell you what made me stay.  I love teaching.  When I taught at Columbia it was all male students.  The guys were very bright and I thought it didn’t make any difference who was in front of them, they would just learn it.  But, when I came to OCC and I had a totally different breed of students, I thought I can really make a difference here.  I could have students that have had a real ambivalent relationship to education.  They thought it was important but they were generally not the students that excelled in high school.  Here was a chance for them to really see how wonderful education could be.  I personally am a believer that education is the way to lead you to a successful life.  It’s a lifelong learning to really being a broader and better person.  OCC just gave both me as a teacher, and the students as learners, the opportunity to explore learning together.  It was just so exciting.  It was so much fun!  There were classes that I never wanted to have end.  I think the students felt the same way.  As a Spanish teacher I would cook for them and invite them to my house because they hadn’t ever had Spanish food before, they didn’t know the Spanish music.  It’s just that kind of thing that you really could make an impact, and the students were hungry for it.  They loved it.  That was great!  That’s exactly what education is supposed to be.  That’s what I loved most about it.  That’s why I stayed there for 25 years.  

BW: That’s all the questions I have.  Is there anything else you would like to include in this interview? 

BD: No, this is fine.

BW: Well, thank you very much.

BD: My pleasure.
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