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This special section, a bonus issue of the university’s
Ezra magazine, highlights ways Cornell initiatives
intersect with philanthropy and engagement of Cornell
alumni, parents and friends.

VICE PROVOST KEEPS CORNELL’S
ENGAGEMENT MISSION VIBRANT
AND RELEVANT
Katherine McComas, Ph.D. ’00, professor of
communication in the College of Agriculture and Life
Sciences, is Cornell’s vice provost for engagement and
land-grant affairs.

The full conversation is available at news.cornell.edu/
McComasQA.
continued on next page
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As vice provost, she serves as the academic lead for the
universitywide Engaged Cornell initiative; advocates
for Cornell’s role as New York’s land-grant university;
represents Cornell’s four contract colleges in dealings
with the State University of New York; and oversees
Cornell’s ROTC program, the Cornell Prison Education
Program and the university’s Office of Engagement
Initiatives.

“... THE LAND-GRANT MISSION IS
ALSO PART OF THE ESSENCE OF
OUR FOUNDING. IT SHOULD BE
INEXTRICABLY ENTWINED WITH
HOW WE TALK ABOUT CORNELL.”
– Katherine McComas, vice provost for
engagement and land-grant affairs

How have you experienced and embraced
Cornell’s land-grant mission and “knowledge
with a public purpose” philosophy?
It’s something that has always figured
prominently in my career and also in my
interests. I started out being particularly
interested in journalism around issues related
to science and the environment. When I came
to Cornell in 1994 as a doctoral student, my
interests were in communicating about health
and environmental risk. I quickly became
involved with Cornell Cooperative Extension,
working with different extension associates
around issues related to waste management,
for example, or communicating to farmers
about tractor safety.
At Cornell, the public engagement mission,
the knowledge with a public purpose, and
wanting to engage with communities – it’s
a core mission. It doesn’t just reside in our
four contract colleges, although they do have
that special responsibility in terms of our
relationship with New York state.
When I came back to Cornell as a faculty
member in 2003, it was sort of like coming
home. [And] when the opportunity arose
almost a year ago for me to advance into this
vice provost position, to help steward and
build on that public engagement mission, it
was very exciting.

What are some of the things that are new with
your vice provost role?
Provost Mike Kotlikoff has established a public
engagement council of senior staff and faculty
across the university. I work with this group
to articulate a contemporary vision for public
engagement that builds on Cornell’s strengths
and research in many different domains. Also,
I work closely with the provost’s fellow for
public engagement, Gerard Aching, professor
of Africana and Romance studies, on advancing
all forms of engagement – such as the Rural
Humanities initiative, which, under the aegis
of the Society for the Humanities, connects
scholars and students in humanities with

community partners in upstate New York.

Another priority of the provost and President
Martha Pollack is our New York City
visioning efforts, which are part of the larger
“One Cornell” ethos of bringing all our
campuses closer together so we can realize
the synergies.

We are viewing these synergies through
the broader scope of public engagement.
When I think about New York City and all
the public engagement activities that are
happening there – through Cornell University
Cooperative Extension-NYC, different
K-12 programs and many other types of
impact programs – they all fit within this
New York City engagement vision and
presence.
And now, with the new ILR School hub at 570
Lexington Ave. and others co-locating there,
including Engaged Cornell, we will be able to
help forge those community partnerships and
provide more opportunities for our students
to have engaged learning opportunities in the
city. It’s a more direct presence we haven’t
had before.
How do public engagement and Engaged
Cornell fit into the president’s priorities for
the university?
In particular, I see them as fully aligned
with her priorities of academic distinction,
educational verve and civic responsibility.

We want to attract the best faculty to maintain
our academic distinction, and some of those
best faculty are interested in the latest and
the most up-to-date pedagogies, which
include experiential learning. That ties into
educational verve: having these opportunities
not only for active learning inside the
classroom, but active learning outside the
classroom through community-engaged
learning with partners.
Our role within civic responsibility is around
diversity and inclusion; one of the many
reasons that inclusivity is a priority is the
need to be able to talk to people across
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The year the U.S.
Morrill Land Grant Act
was passed,
setting the stage
for Cornell University
to be founded three
years later as the
land-grant institution
for New York state.

“There are more
people than you
realize doing public
engagement in their
own way, form and
fashion.”
– Katherine McComas

differences. That’s something we do through
public engagement, especially Engaged
Cornell, exposing our students to going
outside of the classroom, outside of the walls
of Cornell, out into communities, whether
that’s in Tompkins County or Thailand.

Learning to interact with people, learning
to develop empathy for people who may be
coming from a very different environment
than they’ve been used to, is tied to achieving
a high level of civic competence. And that is
something we want to see in the students we
graduate from an Ivy League university with a
land-grant mission.
What is one individual example of the
transformative impact of Cornell’s engaged
learning that has stayed with you?
The Cornell Prison Education Program. As its
executive director, Rob Scott, describes, CPEP
has a dual transformational impact: It not
only works to help to transform the lives of
the inmates by giving them access to college
credits and college-level courses, but it also
transforms the faculty and the staff and the
students, graduate and undergraduate, who
go and teach these courses. They engage with
this population, which helps develop their own
thinking about mass incarceration and also can
develop their greater empathy for others.
It hits the mark for community-engaged
learning and transformative impact, and it
also serves as an example for prison education
across the country. I’m looking forward to
going to my first CPEP graduation in June.

Do people in general have an accurate picture
of Cornell’s engagement efforts and land-grant
mission?
I think there is more work to be done to
communicate what this means in a way that
really captures people’s awareness and their
excitement about what we’re doing. It can look
different across the university, and I think we
need to do a better job of packaging that.
Philosophy professor Kate Manne is a prolific
scholar who also publishes essays in leading
media outlets. She is an example of a faculty
member deeply and consistently engaging
in our land-grant mission of outreach and
knowledge. There are many examples across
the university of people where you’d say,
“Well, that’s in a field that traditionally
wouldn’t really be public engagement” – but
that’s really not what I see at Cornell. There
are more people than you realize doing public
engagement in their own way, form and
fashion.
It’s different, depending upon where you’re
sitting: what discipline, what field, what
college or school. But it is something that’s
valued. It is part and parcel of how we

understand our university, and how we attract
students, staff and faculty.
Much like Ezra Cornell’s founding declaration
of “any person … any study” captured the
essence of part of our vision, the land-grant
mission is also part of the essence of our
founding. It should be inextricably entwined
with how we talk about Cornell.
What are ways you would like to continue to
make Cornell’s engagement work accessible
and relatable to alumni?
We’ve been thinking a lot about alumni
engagement along with our focus on public
engagement. We know that there are
many alumni – through their careers, through
their volunteer work, through public service
– who are role models for public engagement.
Some of them, for example, have been winners
of the Cornell New York State Hometown
Alumni Award. So we’re interested in
understanding, how can we better support
alumni in their lifelong commitment to public
engagement and, to the extent that that comes
back to connect with the university, what
opportunities are there to work with us?
Certainly, it’s through alumni and their
generosity that we’ve been able to undertake
so much of what we’ve done around Engaged
Cornell, due to the wonderful support from
the Einhorn Family Charitable Trust and many
others.
I’d love to raise the visibility in terms of
alumni working with us as community
partners for engaged learning or engaged
research opportunities; I’d love to enlist even
more alumni as emissaries for communicating
about the public engagement distinction of
Cornell – for them to share their stories, and
their willingness to connect, with students and
the university.
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GIFTS IN ACTION
Jeffrey Yen ’18: Wild about plants
Jeffrey Yen’s interest in the natural world began when
he was a kid, fascinated by the abundance of insects in
Taiwan’s subtropical climate. He spent time at a local
research institute with his father. Then he studied plant
sciences at Cornell’s College of Agriculture and Life
Sciences, graduating this past December.
“The diversity among plants is astounding, and
unraveling the relationships between genetics and
appearance is what keeps me going,” Yen says.
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Yen is the recipient of the English Family Scholarship.
“Cornell’s financial assistance has helped tremendously
since both my parents retired early for health reasons,”
he says. “I would have had to take out a significant
student loan to pay for tuition otherwise.” More than 25
percent of the payout from the university’s endowment
supports financial aid for Cornell students.
Yen researches the genetic basis of leaf angle in grass
species. Leaf angle is important because it determines
how much light can be intercepted by leaves. This
research has led to development of grass crops with
optimal leaf angles, enabling higher yields.
He also studies asexual reproduction in plants. “If
farmers save seed from hybrids and replant them, they
will suffer from yield penalties due to reshuffling of the
genetic material,” Yen says. “If we can fix the genetic
makeup of the ‘hybrid seeds’ that have dominated
agriculture for many years, this will allow for easy
regeneration of the seed stock, simply by saving the
seeds.”

Above: Jeffrey Yen ’18 in
the Liberty Hyde Bailey
Conservatory next to his
favorite plant, a water fern.
Left: Yen enjoys a summer
hike in the gorge with his
peers.

Yen has applied to several graduate programs in
genetics, and he dreams of running his own research
lab and mentoring students. “My teaching philosophy
is to guide students through critical thinking, instead
of simply answering questions,” he says. “This may take
longer, but the students gain self-learning skills in the
process.”
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“... unraveling the relationships
between genetics and appearance
is what keeps me going.”
– Jeffrey Yen ’18
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