
William A. Smith

July 6, 1897 — January 4, 1984

Professor Emeritus W. A. Smith died on January 4, 1984, at the age of eighty-six. He was active in community and 

education affairs since his retirement in 1965.

A native of Indiana, Professor Smith received the B.S. degree at Purdue University in 1919, the M.S. at Cornell 

in 1929, and a Ph.D. in agricultural education at Cornell in 1937. His early interest in rural youth led him to 

teach agriculture and work with 4-H groups from 1919 to 1928. In 1928 he joined the staff of Purdue University 

as itinerant teacher-trainer in agricultural education but left that position to accept an assistantship at Cornell 

to study for the doctorate. Following completion of the Ph.D. in 1937, he was appointed assistant professor of 

agricultural education in the Department of Rural Education. He rose to full professor, serving on the staff for 

the period 1937-65. In 1958 he assumed the position of director of the Summer School and Extramural Division, 

combining it with his role as professor of education.

“W. A.,” as he was known to his colleagues and friends, led a challenging and productive life as a scholar in his 

field. His early interest in research brought him national and international prominence. His ability as a writer 

was recognized early on, when he was chosen as editor of The Agricultural Education Magazine, 1952-57, the 

premier publication in his field. The development of a systematic approach to the job of teacher of agriculture 

resulted in the first series of publications on teacher education in the Northeast. They were later used as a model 

for nationwide assessment of the job.

He was a pioneer in the movement to provide in-service and extramural courses to professional persons and, in 

1948, was appointed director of extramural courses. In this position, which he undertook in addition to his regular 

teaching load, he greatly expanded a program of night courses offered in Ithaca and a number of neighboring 

cities. These courses were taught by Cornell faculty and provided a very valuable service to area teachers.

In 1959 the decision was made to merge the Cornell Summer Session with the Division of Extramural Courses, and 

Professor Smith was appointed director of the new division. At that time each of the statutory units had its own 

budget for summer school courses, but all were administered by the Summer Session director. Both the statutory 

and endowed units offered special summer programs that used Cornell faculty and facilities and frequently gave 

Cornell credit but were completely independent of the Summer Session. In addition, many of the summer courses 

had been offered on a less rigorous basis than the equivalent courses offered in the fall and spring terms. As a 
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result, many Cornell students were warned that they might not get credit towards their degree for summer work, 

and faculty, particularly in the endowed colleges, were advised that teaching summer courses was a waste of time.

W.A. set to work immediately to try to straighten out what was really an intolerable situation. By working with 

the University controller and other University officials, he was able to combine the finances for both state and 

endowed units in one Summer Session budget. Tuition, which had been a fixed fee for the summer, was changed to 

a credit-hour basis with a smaller charge per credit for statutory college courses. After a lot of maneuvering he was 

able to get special summer programs put under the jurisdiction of the Summer Session director and, gradually, 

to improve the quality of summer course offerings so that a majority of them were accepted as the equivalent of 

regular-term courses.

Notwithstanding the significant contributions in his administrative roles, Professor Smith is best known and 

remembered for his teaching style and personal involvement with students and advisers. He was very thorough 

in his presentations and expected students to perform at the same level. His preciseness and willingness to spend 

the necessary time for students to develop the mastery needed were highlights of his work. He was the type of 

professor long remembered after the course was over.

W.A. was an avid gardener and lover of nature. This interest was maintained during his retirement, when he 

assumed responsibility for the garden at the retirement community where he spent the last several years of his life. 

He continued to volunteer his services to schools, especially in working with children with reading difficulties.

Professor Smith always had a friendly greeting and smile for all persons whom he contacted, was a great booster 

of Cornell in every way, and will be missed by many generations of Cornellians. He is survived by two daughters, 

seven grandchildren, and nine great-grandchildren.

W. E. Drake, M. W. Sampson, Jr., J. P. Bail
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