
Helen Paine Hoefer

October 3, 1904 — July 30, 1982

Helen Paine Hoefer will be remembered by her colleagues, students, and friends for her warm personality, skill in 

teaching, and independence of thought and action. Her strong interest and participation in government, education, 

and community organizations at all levels throughout her life have left a legacy of unusual achievement.

She was reared on a fruit farm near Medina, New York, and was graduated from the College of Home Economics 

(now the College of Human Ecology) at Cornell in 1927. College honors included being chosen for a semester to 

attend the Merrill Palmer School of Child Development in Detroit and membership in Sedowa, Phi Kappa Phi, 

Omicron Nu, and Pi Lambda Theta. In 1938 she married Albert Hoefer, then assistant state 4-H Club leader.

Mrs. Hoefer began her professional career as a home economist with the Buffalo Niagara and Electric Utilities 

Company. She then was employed as a cooperative extension home demonstration agent in Wyoming and St. 

Lawrence Counties. These were the depression years, and extension programs in home economics were concerned 

with salvaging, repairing, remodeling, and “making do.” It was also the period when extension began the intensive 

training and use of local volunteer leaders in county Programs—a method of teaching that was to become a key 

feature of extension work in home economics in the years that followed. Local leaders sharing their knowledge and 

skills made it possible to reach more homemakers.

Mrs. Hoefer’s rural background, tactful approach, and understanding of the educational process contributed to 

her success as a home demonstration agent.

In 1935 she was appointed assistant state leader of home demonstration agents, with an office at Cornell and 

responsibility for personnel, program, and finance in several counties. During the depression and war years 

cooperative extension was called on to work closely with many state and national organizations established to 

assist people during those difficult times. Mrs. Hoefer represented extension on several such planning committees, 

including the Rural Electrification, Rural Fire Prevention, and Nutrition programs.

After receiving her master’s degree in education from Cornell in 1947, she transferred to the Department of Home 

Economics Education and was appointed an associate professor. She designed a unique curriculum to prepare 

undergraduates for positions in cooperative extension. This program included a practicum in selected counties 

under the supervision of faculty and extension agents.
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As Lucinda A. Noble, presently director of cooperative extension in New York State and a former student of Mrs. 

Hoefer, states: “Mrs. Hoefer was highly respected and loved by her associates and students. She was a pioneer in 

planning and initiating field study experiences in extension education.” Another student recalls that she was a 

memorable and skillful teacher who never forgot an individual. She writes, “Mrs. Hoefer seemed to have a delight 

in people and encouraged most of us to produce above our usual capabilities.”

Because of the success of this new program, a committee of the Association of Land Grant Colleges became 

interested in developing a similar curriculum in other institutions. As a result, Mrs. Hoefer in 1954 prepared A 

Planning Guide for an Undergraduate Program for Extension Workers.

Mrs. Hoefer also taught courses to acquaint students with community organization and resources, teaching and 

learning theories, the preparation of educational materials, and informal teaching procedures.

Because of her strong belief in the importance of lay leadership, she worked with a team of faculty members 

conducting training sessions for leaders in local units of the P.T.A. and other state organizations. She and a 

colleague wrote the extension bulletin When You’re a Leader, used widely by educators in lay leadership programs 

all over the United States. For her contributions to the P.T.A. Mrs. Hoefer was awarded honorary life membership 

in the New York State Congress of Parents and Teachers.

During the spring of 1949 Mrs. Hoefer went to Germany as a consultant to the Food, Agriculture, and Forestry 

Branch of the military government of the United States. She worked with the British and Germans to develop a 

home economics program “which would bring useful and sound information to all families.”

In order to spend more time with her husband, she resigned in 1956 from the University. Her retirement made 

it possible to help plan several of the college institutes and to work on community projects in which she had an 

abiding interest.

She served as a member of the Board of the State Home Economics Association and was active in the College 

Alumni Association. Later, as president of the Alumni Association, she helped to get funds for the addition to 

Martha Van Rensselaer Hall and for various scholarships.

Before her retirement she served as president of the Ithaca and Regional Councils of the Camp Fire Girls and was 

elected to the National Council, later receiving the Gulick Award for outstanding service. She was a member of 

the Presbyterian church and the Ithaca Cornell Women’s Club and the boards of the City Federation of Women’s 

Organizations and the Women’s Republican Club.
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As a member of the League of Women Voters she participated in urban renewal studies and in a campaign to revise 

the Ithaca charter. Because of her interest in government she was asked to run for the County Board of Supervisors 

and became its first woman member. She served on the legislative, civil service, and salaries committees and was 

chairwoman of the health and insurance committees.

She was a member of the County Hospital Board of Managers, the Mental Health Board, the Greater Ithaca 

Planning Board, the Resource Development Committee, and the Human Service Coalition and was chairwoman 

of the Social Planning Council.

As legislative chairwoman of the American Association of University Women she participated in the struggles to 

establish the local Board of Cooperative Educational Services and the Tompkins-Cortland Community College. 

Governor Rockefeller appointed her to an eight-year term as a founding trustee of the college. Her long experience 

in education and community service contributed greatly to its remarkable success.

She was a charter member of the board of Challenge Industries. Also active on many committees working to 

enhance the lives of our aging population, she was a member of the board of the Senior Citizens Council and the 

County Office for the Aging at the time of her death.

Her pioneer efforts encouraged other women to seek and accept service on public boards. Many who were in 

government sought her help because of her experience, knowledge, and tact.

She will be greatly missed by her family, by the communities in which she worked, and by her Cornell and extension 

associates. Her competence and cheerful ways enhanced the lives of all who knew her.

Her husband died in 1977. She is survived by two sons, Albert, Jr., of Ithaca and David of Binghamton; her brother, 

Kenneth Paine of Agawam, Massachusetts; five grandchildren; and two great-grandsons.

H. Irene Patterson, Hazel E. Reed, Helen B. Vandervort
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