
H. Irene Patterson

January 27, 1901 — August 20, 2001

Professor H. Irene Patterson celebrated her 100th birthday on January 27, 2001 with family, friends and former 

colleagues. A native of Wauseon, Ohio, she earned a Bachelor’s degree in Home Economics from Michigan State 

and a Master’s degree from the University of Minnesota. Additional graduate study was done at the University of 

Chicago and at Ohio State University.

Prior to her tenure at Cornell University, she taught high school home economics in Michigan, was a member 

of the faculty at Adrian College, and supervised student teachers as she developed an adult education program 

at Michigan State. Her interest in adult education broadened when she was appointed to the faculty of the 

Pennsylvania State University in 1938. During World War II, Professor Patterson worked with men and women 

from industrial occupations to increase their skills as educators in wartime production.

In 1945, she joined the faculty of the (now) College of Human Ecology as Assistant Professor in the Department of 

Home Economics Education, where she again pursued her interests and competencies in adult education. She was 

promoted to Associate Professor with tenure in 1947. Her courses attracted students majoring in the department 

as well as majors in other fields of education. She chaired graduate committees for approximately 40 students. As 

a teacher educator, Professor Patterson was concerned that teachers be knowledgeable about and involved in their 

communities. In addition to her research and practice, several student theses/dissertations contributed to this 

philosophy.

Professor Patterson made a unique contribution not only to the Home Economics Education program at Cornell but 

also to the (then) School of Education through her work in adult education and school–community relationships. 

She helped to make possible and to maintain desirable relationships between the college and the Ithaca community. 

Her ability to organize and promote adult education in the community programs was recognized by the State 

Education Department; several divisions of the Department depended upon her continuous help in leadership 

education. While serving several years as chair of the Cornell-PTA Institute Committee, she helped develop 

similar programs for PTA personnel.

Miss Patterson was honored with life membership in the PTA in 1958, and with special recognition in 1965. She 

became a frequent presenter at local, state, and national adult education conferences. She was a New York State 

delegate to three national meetings of the Adult Education Association, USA, and a group leader at the 1958 and 
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1963 International Congresses on Home Economics. She contributed to the College’s international program by 

teaching a course at Winneba Training College in Ghana and serving as outside examiner for home economics 

graduates of that college.

Professor Patterson’s articles were published in professional and practitioner educator journals. Her co-authoring 

of a Cornell Cooperative Extension guide on leadership was reprinted several times and utilized statewide by 

extension home economics educators in their work with lay leaders.

In addition to her earlier faculty membership at Adrian College, Michigan State, and Pennsylvania State University, 

she taught in summer school sessions at Douglass College and Colorado State University. She was an active member 

of Phi Kappa Phi (National Association of Women Educators); Pi Lambda Theta; Adult Education Association, USA; 

American Association of University Professors; American (and New York State) Home Economics Association; 

and the Fèdèration Internationale of L’Enseingnement Ménager (International Federation of Home Economics).

In 1966, Professor Patterson retired from Cornell as Professor Emerita, loved and respected by her students for 

her ability to challenge their thinking with her high standards of quality, demands for exact statements and her 

wide range of knowledge and interests. During her long retirement, she continued to live in Ithaca, moving to 

Kendal at Ithaca in 1996. She traveled extensively and developed numerous interests at home and at her cottage on 

Cayuga Lake shared with a longtime friend and colleague. Past students and friends were always made welcome 

and sought her for her practical good sense, her wit, and helpful counsel, never offered unless requested.

Bettie Lee Yerka, Jean Failing
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