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OLD WESTBURY,. L.I. - Drive through 
the gates of the state college here, and the 
woods and hills of the old Ambrose F. Clark 
estate recall a New England prep school. It 
seems an ideal home for a college with a 
special mission : to be the flagship of racial 
diversity for the SUNY system. 

But this is a troubled campus, where the 
buildings are deteriorating, the president is 
embattled and the college's commitment to 
minority students is being questioned. 

Students, many of whom are fiercely 
loyal to Old Westbury, say the state has not 
kept faith with the college, cutting financ­
ing, allowing program cuts and even sug­
gesting that more should be done to recruit 
whites to the school, where almost half of 
the students are minority. State officials 
say the college is being treated fairly. 

The most obvious example of neglect, 
critics say, is the condition of the campus. 

Heat and Plumbing Problems 
One of the largest lecture halls has been 

abandoned for years because of water dam­
age, and is littered with droppings from 
feral cats that use it as a home. The dormi­
tories, which students have nicknamed the 
"cell blocks" or the "projects," often lack 
adequate heat and are plagued with plumb­
ing problems, graffiti and broken furniture. 
A room for campus clubs survived a small 
fire last semester when students turned on 
a malfunctioning floorboard heater that 
remains broken. · 

"The campus is a mess," conceded one · 
top university official, who spoke on condi­
tion· of anonymity. 

While no SUNY campus has been spared 
the pain of budget cuts, Old Westbury, one 
of the you~gest and smallest liberal arts 

campuses in the SUNY system - has been 
among the hardest hit, and many say it 
shows Albany's lack of interest in the col­
lege's mission of serving minorities. 

Although the campus makes up only 5 
percent of the university's enrollment in its 
13 liberal arts colleges, it has about 25 
percent of the minority students. The school 
has about 4,200 students, the majority of 
whom are commuters from Long Island 
and New York City, about 20 miles away. 

Reflecting concerns that the college is 
reducing its commitment to minority stu­
dents, the faculty senate last month voted 
"no confidence" in the college's president, 
L. Eudora Pettigrew, and students protest­
ed over a host of complaints, ranging from 
cuts ih remedial education to the quality of 
the cafeteria food . 

The conflict reached its apex last month 
when about 200 students occupied the 
school 's library to protest Dr. Pettigrew's 
decision to eliminate the performing arts 
program, which emphasized African­
American dance and jazz. 

Dr. Pettigrew agreed to reconsider that 
decision, but other issues have kept the 
campus on edge, most notably a confiden­
tial letter from Chancellor D. Bruce John­
stone that Dr. Pettigrew made public. 

The letter, d_ate<;I Jan. 3, 1992, is a draft of 
an evaluation of Dr. Pettigrew's perform­
ance in her first five years as president. It 
praises her for improving the college's rep­
utation and it notes that before her arrival, 
the college's "image on Long Island was of 
an academically undemanding campus, 
culturally stuck in the late 1960's, isolated 
from Long Island, and catering almost ex­
clusively to students of color (assumed to 
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come almost entirely from New 
York) and to older commuting trans­
fers." 

It credits her with turning around 
'.'both the substance and perception of 
Old Westbury" while continuing to 
attract minority students. 

But the letter goes on to question 
whether the percentage of minority 
students in the freshman class is too 
high. "I am a bit concerned about the 
overwhelming proportion of fresh• 
men who are minority - more than 
76 percent," Dr. Johnstone wrote. "Is 
this 'good,' because it reflects the 
degree to which African, Latino, 
Asian and Native American young 
people apparently view Old Westbury 
as a place where they will feel com­
fortable and accepted? Or is it exces­
sive because it seems to reflect the 
degree to which nonminority students 
are not choosing Old Westbury, at 
least as freshmen?" 

It then asks whether Old Westbury 
could make a "more powerful state­
ment" on behalf of multiculturalism 
and diversity if the freshmen class' 
were "a bit closer a mirror of the 
racial and ethnic composition of, say, 

·Long Island?" 
At the time, Dr. Pettigrew dis­

missed Dr. Johnstone's concerns, not­
ing that the school received large 
numbers of white transfer students 
from Long Island community col­
leges and that its population mirrors 
Long Island, if one includes Brooklyn 
and Queens. In a recent interview the 
Chancellor said that the issue was not 
an "acute problem" and that no steps 
to change the compositon have beeh 
recommended. · 

But Dr. Johnstone's letter has up­
set many students. 

"It really hurts to have the Chan­
cellor put this in writing," said Noel 
Gaskin, 23, a black senior who is an 
organizer of the recent demonstra­
tions. "It makes us feel like they don't 
want us here." 

Mr. Gaskin, who is from Bedford­
Stuyvesant, Brooklyn, said: "I would­
n't trade my freshman year at West­
bury for anything. What was funny 
was coming in from the city, where 
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being black and male you had to 
make a statement ; here I felt I could 
open up to other races." 

Unexpected Opportunity 
Minority students say Old West­

bury is a place where they feel com­
fortable, no small thing in a universi­
ty system where blacks at other 
schools have complained of alienation 
and racial harassment. 

"I never thought I could go to col­
lege," Cheryl Ware, 20, a junior from 
Hollis, Queens, said, adding that she 
had doubted that she could excel in 
college until she met an admissions 
official from Old Westbury. 

"This one woman really touched 
me," said Ms. Ware, a psychology 
major. "She said she'd be here for 
me, and that's been true." 

But she and other students have 
become frustrated over conditions 
here. Old Westbury has long been the 
only SUNY school without a student 
center, and students complain that 
the campus has few activities for 
residents. Most dorm rooms lack on­
campus phone service, and about 19 
of the 24 study centers are unusable. 

Students expressed particular con­
cerns about cuts last year in basic 
education programs, like a writing 
center and an English-as-a-Second­
Language program. 

"I come from a household where 
people speak Spanish all the time and 
it can be hard to shift to English," 
sate! Brenda Cclrctero, 19, a freshman 
from the South Bronx who dreams of 
becoming a doctor. "I was counting 
on that extra help." 

But there are some who believe the 
Chancellor's warning about the col-· 
lege's reputation has some merit. 
Several faculty members recounted 
experiences w:th neighbors on Long 
Island who said they would not send 
their children to Old Westbury be­
cause they perceived it as a "minor­
ity school" that by implication of­
fered an inferior education. 

Rich Blustein, 19, a white commut­
er student, said the demonstrations 
made him feel unwelcome. "It seems 
like they want more blacks," he said. 
"They want to make it more multicul­
tural. They think there are too many 
whites." 

But other whites dismissed such 
concerns. Alicia Cempa-Ginsberg of 
East Islip, L.I., called the school an 
"open, friendly place." 

"People are afraid that they are 
going to try to change all this," she 
said. 

Such controversy and confusion 
are nothing new for Old Westbury, 
whose history is rife with sit-ins, stu­
dent strikes and faculty dissent. 

Opening for classes in 1968, it was 
initially an experimental college - a 
"sort of flower child colony" in the 
words of one former president -
where there were no academic de• 
partments, no failing grades and no 
examinations. But th, venture fell 
apart in thret years amid widespread 
dissension. 

When the college was reconstituted 
in 1971, the foundation was laid for the 
current institution, and the college 
moved to its present site. The new 
president, Dr. John D. McGuire, a 
Protestant theologian and civil rights 
advocate, said a major curriculum 

Pholographs by Vic DcLuclalThe New York Times 

"It really hurts to have the Chancellor put this in writing," Noel Gaskin, a senior, said of Chancellor D. Bruce 
Johnstone's letter stressing his concern about the overwhelming proportion of minority freshmen. 

The New York Times 

SUNY at Old Westbury has been 
hit hard by budget cuts. 

theme would be a "broad analysis of 
human justice." But he also added 
vocational and professional courses. 

More important, perhaps, was Dr. 
McGuire's goal of achieving racial 
parity within the faculty and student 
body, half white, half nonwhite. Under 
him, the college's stated mission was 
universal access to education and 
outreach to those who had been "tra­
ditionally bypassed1' by colleges. 

Fulfllllng a Vision 
Cracks in this vision developed al­

most immediately, and the conflict 
that eventually led to Dr. McGuire's 
departure was one that continues to 
trouble the college to this day: How 
should the college reconcile its goal of 
serving minority students with its 
role as a regional college in a pre­
dominantly white area? 

Under Dr. Pettigrew, who declined 
to be interviewed, the difficult balanc­
ing act has continued. She has estab­
lished stronger ties with Long Island 
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business groups and with local high 
s~hools and community organiza­
tions, and she has been praised for 
strengthening the business program 
and the teacher's program. 

At the same time, the school has 
suffered extensive budget cuts. The 
$17,245,700 allocation this year from 
the state is less than the three previ­
ous years. 

Both administrators and faculty 
members ·credit Dr. Pettigrew with 
aggressively fighting the central ad­
ministration for more financing. But 
even with her e1forts, statistics from 
fall 1991 show that Old Westbury 
spent the lowest amount of money a 
student credit hour and had the high-

est student-faculty ratio of any SUNY 
college. Its room and board costs are 
higher than the-sy::;tem's aver-age. 

Dr. H. Patrick Swygert, president 
of SUNY at Albany, who recently 
visited the college at Dr. Pettigrew's 
invitation, said, "Old Westbury has 
an entitlement to resources that have 
not come its way." 

But Dr. Johnstone denies that the 
college is being shortchanged. 

"I would reject any charge of overt 
unfairness,'' he said, noting that ev­
ery campus in the SUNY system 
thinks its conditions are the worst. 

He conceded that the 10 percent cut 
in public financing for the university 
may have had a more severe impact 
on Old Westbury because of its small 
size and the high operating costs of 
Long Island. He added that the uni­
versity planned to reconsider its fi­
nancing formula to see whether it 
could give the campus a boost. 

"What we had thought was a fair 
allocation, and still believe to be one, 
may have been that much harder on 
small campuses without the critical 
mass to fall back on," Dr. Johnstone 
said. 


