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CL: Please tell us how and when you first became associated with Clinton Community College and how long you were associated with it.

KB: I first became associated with Clinton Community College in July of 1975 and I’m still associated with Clinton Community College as of today.  

CL: Who were some of the colleagues or contemporaries with whom you worked at the college and what do you remember best about what their contribution was to the enterprise?

KB: Well, I can remember people such as Claire Gweno, who at the time was Assistant to the then-President, Dr. Alfred B. Light.  Claire served as a mentor to me in terms of my actual professional growth here at the college.  Claire was an administrative assistant to the President and, at the time when I first began at Clinton Community College, I came in under CSEA as a stenographer through the Clinton County system of Civil Service.  Claire apparently saw some potential in me and encouraged me to pursue my education and, along the way, I did pursue the education, taking courses here at Clinton and then later at Plattsburgh State and getting my degree, and then parlaying that into my present position here at the college.  

CL: Was Claire the first Administrative Assistant to the President?  She was Dr. Light’s.  Was she also…?

KB: I don’t know.  There was a short period of time when I wasn’t here.

CL: But she was here prior to you, right?

KB: Yes.  

CL: We don’t know if she was here from the beginning or not.

KB: I believe she was hired to work specifically for Dr. Light.  She was recruited, I believe, she told me because she used to work for the local radio, I believe. 

CL: OK.  Other people?

KB: There have been a lot of people here at the college who I’ve had a lot of contact with.  Now, can I come back to that question if I think of somebody else?

CL: OK, that’s fine.  Did you get to know members of the faculty and staff?  Which ones were most interesting or help to the college?

KB: Actually, in the positions I’ve held, I’ve had the opportunity to work both with the staff, faculty and the administration.  I probably have a very unique perspective on the college, in that I’ve worked in all areas of the college.  I worked as a CSEA support staff member.  In one of my titles, I was actually in the Faculty Association bargaining unit and worked with the faculty.  At one point, I was management confidential under Dr. Jay Fennell and, most recently, my positions have created their own union, and we have a coalition for the nonteaching professionals on campus.  So, in that regard, I’ve worked with every constituent on campus.  I’m involved quite heavily in the Faculty Council, serving on that body.  I serve on Faculty Council committees, so I work very closely with the faculty.  I work with the administration in terms of enrollment management, as my present title is Director of Admissions and Financial Aid, so I work very closely with the administration in terms of the enrollment of the college.  

CL: Who did you find, of the people you worked with, to be particularly interesting people?

KB: Of some of the interesting people that I worked with, Bob Wood always comes to mind and Betty O’Leary, people who work in student services, were actually the counselors in student services when I first was employed at the college and I worked directly with those two individuals.  They certainly were instrumental, again, in terms of my development and my growth here at the campus, encouraging me along the way.  And I think that’s one of the things with the faculty at the institution.  They were very much into encouraging each other and working with each other for the betterment of the college and the students.

CL: What contributions to do you think Betty and Bob made in terms of student services and the early development of the college?

KB: Betty actually was the Director of Counseling, so she actually handled a lot of the student intake at that time.  All incoming students went through the Counseling Office to be advised and to have their first schedules.  We did one-on-one appointments at that time.  So Betty certainly was instrumental in getting the students here on campus, getting them acclimated to the college.  Bob also worked in that role for a while but then became the Enrollment Manager of the institution and, of course, then directed the enrollment patterns for the college.  

CL: Do you think they had a pretty significant impact early on in the way student services developed?

KB: Yes, I do, because I think both of those two individuals were solid in their efforts.  They spent the majority of their careers here.  They understood the students at a community college, what the student needs were, and they were very active in making sure that those needs were met for the students so that they could be successful and they could get out in the community and they could work in the community.

CL: OK.  Where there ever any town/gown problems or problems in the relationship with the college sponsor or Clinton County?

KB: You mean the sponsorship of the college?

CL: Problems in the relationships.

KB: I don’t believe there were any problems in terms of the relationship, major problems.  I think when you have one entity asking another one for money, there’s always a sticking point, but I don’t think there were any major problems in terms of the County not seeing the value of the institution.  

CL: Were there any times that you felt the County didn’t support the college in its early development or was it always very favorable and positive?

KB: I don’t really remember a lot of that because, at the time, I wasn’t really following the political aspects of the college.  When I first became employed here, it was a job.  Then it turned into a career.

CL: When did collective bargaining come to the campus and what do you remember about how it affected the campus?

KB: When I came to the campus, there were two units on campus.  There was the Civil Service, which was the one that I originally came in hired under, which is the support staff, and there was the Faculty Association, which included the nonteaching faculty, some of the nonteaching faculty.  And, at times during negotiations, I think as in most campuses, there can become some stress levels in terms of contract, when things aren’t going well as perceived by one side or the other.  

CL: And you think that was happening early on?

KB: I don’t know if it was really early on.  I think it was more in the middle.  I think it’s kind of cyclical.  It’s calm for a while and then something happens and one side or the other is not happy with a certain situation and it just seems that, if it’s around the time of contract negotiations, it can become a little problematic.
CL: Were there any real special problems that emerged out of that?  

KB: Well, probably out of one of the contract negotiations, what actually came out of that particular contract was that the third bargaining unit on campus was formed, which was the nonteaching professional coalition.  The Faculty Association felt very strongly at the time that certain parties on campus were not being treated fairly and they thought that, if these particular individuals were covered by the faculty contract, it would be much better for those particular individuals.  The particular group of people that they were trying to bring in to that unit did not want to go willingly.  So there was a PERB hearing and eventually what happened was this group of people was allowed to form their own unit.  So now we have three bargaining units on campus.

CL: Do you recall anything about how the college worked to develop the campus and the buildings?

KB: Yes, I sure do.  When I first became employed here in ’75, I remember one of the first things was this, coming up the hill there was a huge sign that said that the college was in construction, and it was phase 3 of the construction that was happening at that point in time, which I believe was the fourth and fifth floors of the building.  They were being renovated.  Then all five floors of the main building were able to be used by faculty, staff and students.  After that, we became aware that we really probably needed a physical education building, and then we had the HPER building that was designed and put up.  Then after that, the enrollment had grown a lot and the science labs were probably not up to where they should be, so we put in plans for the Stappord Science and Technology building.  

CL: Do you think the County was very supportive in terms of supporting the college and its physical facilities?

KB: Yes, I do.  We did get the bonds, so they must have been supportive, right?  

CL: So generally you thought that was a smooth process.

KB: I think it took a lot of work.  Don’t get me wrong.  I don’t think we just went down and said, “OK, we want a new building,” and the County said, “Sure, why not?”  We had to do our homework, showing the reasons why we needed the building, what the results would be for the students, for the County and I think that was well planned on the part of the administration and the board of the college.
CL: Was the college foundation active while you were at the college and how successful do you feel it was?

KB: Actually, my second supervisor was working with the foundation trying to get the foundation started.  I can remember the lean years when we had $5,000 worth of scholarships to give to students.  The foundation has come a very long way in terms of that growth and development.  We now have a person who heads up the development and alumni on campus.  The foundation has a fair amount of assets for the size of the area and the number of years that we have been in existence.  They continue to give out more and more scholarships each year to students from the area, from the County and even a few to out-of-county students.  So it’s come a long way.  People have worked very hard.  It’s a volunteer board.  They’ve worked very hard to get the funds, starting endowments and things, so that there will be funds down the road for students.

CL: Do you remember some of the early leaders of the foundation?

KB: The first one that I remember was Christopher Booth, who headed the foundation for many, many years.

CL: What were some of the most interesting or exciting times, situations or incidents that you were aware of and what were the outcomes of those?
KB: I think a couple of the things that I remember have to do with graduations at the college.  It’s always kind of an exciting time at the college, at least for me, at graduation.  I see the students, in my present position, coming in as new students.  I see the struggles they have financially and it’s always very rewarding when I see some of them actually make it and get across the stage and that’s always a fun time.  A couple of times at graduation, though, we had a couple interesting events happen.  I remember in the early years, before we had our new HPER building, the graduations used to be in the back of the building overlooking Lake Champlain and the college used to rent a couple large tents, so that if the weather was not good, we could still hold the graduation.  I remember this one particular graduation when Dr. Fennell was here; we had a particularly windy, very, very windy day.  I can remember the tent kind of bubbling up a few times and it got to the point that Dr. Fennell made the announcement from the podium that, if anybody was sitting or standing next to one of the poles that was holding the tent down, it would be very helpful if they held onto it.  So that was kind of a rather interesting graduation that year.  Everything went off very well.  The graduates were all very happy, so it was just one of those interesting things that happen.  Again, another graduation incident that happened was, we were in a very particularly long, drawn out contract negotiation this one particular year, and the faculty and nonteaching faculty that belonged to the Faculty Association formed pickets and did informational picketing at the bottom of the hill.  They actually went and picketed some businesses of some of the board members.  That happened a couple times throughout the years that I’ve been here, but this one particular year, the faculty actually decided they were going to picket graduation, prior to graduation.  So it was rather interesting to see the entire faculty outside picketing.  We had a couple board members that came through and kind of walked with a few of us as we were picketing and then, within 30 minutes prior to the graduation starting, everybody just disappeared, got into their academic regalia and went through the graduation with the graduates.  And actually, it was a very nice day.  Things went really rather smoothly, but it’s just one of those things that you remember, the faculty picketing but then actually participating and doing those kinds of things.  Another interesting thing that our faculty does is, when we have graduation, we actually form and go in with the students and the board and, on the way, the faculty show tribute to the students that they’ve had by forming a line on either side of where the graduates will be coming out.  We actually stand there and clap and kind of hug the graduates, those that we know and we’ve had interactions with and we’ve had maybe a particularly good advisee and who’s really excited and we know they’ve struggled.  It’s really nice because we’re actually showing that we’re really so proud of our graduates.

CL: Anything else?

KB: No, that’s good.

CL: What do you think the impact of Clinton Community College has been on the community that we live in and what are the biggest accomplishments or disappointments in your view?
KB: I guess from the perspective of a 17- or 18-year-old, I actually graduated from one of the local high schools in the County, and I can remember at the time having a representative from the Admissions Office come into the school and say, “OK, Clinton Community College’s admission representatives are here.  Anybody who’s interested, come on down and we’ll have you speak to these representatives.”  I don’t think, at that time, that the college was particularly seen in a positive light with some of the high schools because I can remember no one stepping forward to go to that particular session with the admissions advisors from Clinton.  The reason why I remember it so well is that I was the lucky recipient of the class that got told they had to listen to the admissions representatives from Clinton Community College.  So from that perspective, I know early on that the college was not well received, was not really well known for the quality of education that we are today.  Today, I can walk into a high school for an admissions visit and the admission representatives in the local high schools, and even some of the ones in Essex and Franklin Counties, but particularly those in Clinton County, we can see somewhere between 20 and 30 students that really are interested in coming to Clinton.  Their focus is they’re planning on coming here, they want information about us, they want to know about our programs, so in that regard, I think we’ve come a long way in terms of where and how we are seen by the local community.  I think in terms of work force development for the companies in the area, I think we’re looked to now, at this point in time, as a place to train and to provide additional training for their employees.  So I think that currently we’re well respected in the community and I think we’re looked to many times for training. 

CL: Why wasn’t that the case early on and where was the turning point?

KB: I think early on, I’m talking 1973, that year when I was in high school, the college was fairly new.  They were less than 10 years old, they had only a few graduating classes and I don’t think that we were known.  As the years progressed, we started offering more programs, we were known in the community, we did some community activities, we did those kinds of things and I think that brought us along.  I think also, too, in terms of the administration and the board making known what we had to offer to people at the County level and being active in those kinds of ways.

CL: What do you wish, if anything, had been achieved which has not been achieved at the college?

KB: Gee, that swimming pool in that new building would have been nice.  

CL: So, when they were developing that building, was that part of the master plan?

KB: That was part of the plan.  There was talk of putting a swimming pool in that building and actually, where the building is sitting now, it kind of would have made it really nice, because it’s kind of down a little hill and they probably wouldn’t have had to do so much digging if they had put a pool in.  But the decision was made not to have a pool, I think for economic reasons mostly.

CL: What, if any, are the most difficult problems that were faced while you were associated with the college and, again, what were the outcomes of those?

KB: I think probably a couple of times there were…well, actually there were a couple of different times that there were issues that were tied to economics.  The loss of the Plattsburgh Air Force base and also the loss of the Inmate Higher Education Program came back to back almost.  So the college slid in terms of enrollment and it was tough economic times during that period of time.  Several times throughout my career here at the college, we’ve been asked to do more with less and I think probably, for a lot of public institutions, that’s always the way it’s going to be.  You seldom get the right amount of money to do the kinds of things that you would really like to see happen on your campus.  Actually, I want to go back to one of your other questions, the one about what I would like to see happen that hasn’t happened.  I would love to see a new computer system here at the college.  We have a system that is homegrown.  It actually works pretty well but I think for where SUNY is going in terms of collection of data, where you’re constantly asked for surveys and things like that, I think our current computing system is not going to meet those needs down the road, and I think it makes it difficult for the staff to get some of their work done.

CL: Do you think your college has not kept up vis-à-vis other community colleges in New York State, besides with the computing system?

KB: I think a lot of it is tied to the computer system and there are a lot of things that dovetail off of that.  If you have a computer system, such as Banner, you can do on-line registrations.  That’s not for us to do right now.  You can do degree audit programs and we can’t do those things right now.  So there are a lot of things, I think, that are tied to things that we could provide more efficiently to the students, better service to the students, if we had a better computing system.

CL: What programs or other college services, such as student services, community involvement, athletics or especially programs of study, do you remember?

KB: Probably our premier program at this point in time is our nursing program.  That is a very competitive program on this campus.  We have approximately 300 students that apply each year and we can only accept 70 into the program.  The reason we can only accept 70 into the program is we are tied to having to have so much clinical time for each of these students.  We have one area hospital, with both Clinton Community College and Plattsburgh State trying to get time in there.  So that’s one of the constraints with only being able to have 70 students in that program.  Our criminal justice program is huge.  Right now I think probably one of the biggest selling points for the college at this particular point in time is the fact that we have our liberal arts curriculum and our transfer programs really taking off in terms of students with the cost of education now.  Students are actually coming and spending two years at the college and then transferring somewhere to get their four-year degree, I think because tuition costs have risen all over, not just here at Clinton or at Plattsburgh, so that people are beginning to see us as a viable option, a valuable education at a good price.  
CL: In your opinion, what was it about Clinton Community College that attracted, or does attract students?  What sets it apart from other colleges?  Why would students choose to come to Clinton Community College?

KB: I think students would choose to come to Clinton Community College because we’re small.  We have a good faculty-to-student ratio.  The students get one-on-one attention.  They can have tutoring pretty much when they want it.  It’s free to the students.  Our faculty is really dedicated to our students.  We’re a great place to be!

CL: Spoken like a good Admissions Director!

KB: Of course!  Never let it be said!

CL: What was the relationship between the college and SUNY Central?  Did this relationship change over time?

KB: Early on, I really don’t know what that relationship was but I know, in later years I can recall, and probably that was relative to my position and knowing what the players were doing at that time, I would be aware that either Dr. Fennell or Dr. Eaton were going to SUNY for meetings or that those kinds of things were happening.  I think also, too, the connection with SUNY, for all campuses probably, has gotten much better because of technology.  There’s a list serve for the community college Presidents, there’s a list serve for the Directors of Financial Aid, there’s one for Directors of Admissions.  So there’s a lot of communication back and forth.  I think that has evolved over the period of time because of technology.  

CL: In the early days, how did that communication work?  Did people go to meetings a lot?  

KB: There were always meetings and conferences held that you were invited to and encouraged to attend.  My only assumption can be that because that was happening with the Directors of Financial Aid, which I was at the time, it was also happening with the college Presidents, only I wasn’t aware of it happening as much as I am now.  

CL: Some of these next questions, you may or may not be aware of some of the things because they kind of refer to some of the early founders.  So if they don’t apply, we’ll just skip them.  I’ll just read them anyway and you can make a judgment.  Are you aware of how and why the need for a college came up originally and was there any opposition to starting a community college?

KB: I’ll pass on that one.

CL: How did the college choose its first President?

KB: I’ll pass on that one.  I believe he was here for only a short time.  I think it was Dr. Spear.  I don’t know.  I’m not sure.

CL: Dr. Meers.

KB: Meers!  I was close.  See, it was before I got here even to campus.

CL: What attracted you to this college?

KB: At that time, I really didn’t have any college education at the time I came here.  I was within a year of being out of high school and what attracted me to the college is the fact that my number came up on the Civil Service list.  I was in the top three of the list.  That’s the honest answer!  They offered me the job and I took it.  

CL: And what challenges did you face coming into this early college environment?

KB: At the time, I was young when I started working at the college.  I think I was 19.  I think the challenge was just getting acclimated to a college environment.  I mean, I was just within a year of being out of high school and really didn’t, at the time, want to go to college and I took the job, so I just getting acclimated to a college environment.  I can remember Joan Duquette, who worked in the Registrar’s Office, one day, I had been working for three or four days, she said, “Well, let’s go out to lunch today.”  We went out to lunch and I started in July, so summer school was going on.  And being real young and not being at all familiar with the college environment, we were coming back and these people were coming out of the building.  They were nontraditional students and in my mind, nontraditional students didn’t go to college.  They worked somewhere.  So I said to Joan, “Where do all these people work?”  And she said, “They’re our students.”  And I said, “But, Joan, they’re a little bit old.”  And she laughed for like 20 minutes and said, “Come on in.  We’re going to go in the building and talk.”  So I got my first introduction to nontraditional students at the college.

CL: And at some point, did that affect you in terms of your college?

KB: Yes, it did, because I actually was a little older, after I’d worked for three or four years.  So was kind of in that 23, 24 range and I actually started taking classes at the college.  So I became one of those nontraditional students.

CL: Well, Karen, I want to thank you for being my first interviewee and being such a good one.  

KB: You are very welcome!
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