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Lee C. Lee, Professor Emerita of Human Development in the College of Human Ecology at Cornell University, 

died unexpectedly on Sunday, April 30, 2006. She retired in 2004 after a 35-year career at Cornell. Following a 

two-year stay in San Francisco, Lee had returned to Ithaca and had been putting the finishing touches on her 

retirement home on the shores of Cayuga Lake at the time of her death.

Lee was born in Suzhou, China and received her early education in Hong Kong. In 1954, then a teacher at the 

American School in Taipei, Taiwan, Lee came to the United States as a self-supporting undergraduate student at 

Mount Union College in Ohio. She had few financial resources other than the promise of a four-year scholarship 

but excelled in her academic work and received a B.A. degree in Psychology and Mathematics in 1957, followed by 

a Master’s degree in Clinical Psychology at Ohio University in 1959. Lee worked as a research psychologist at the 

Fels Research Institute in Yellow Springs, Ohio prior to completing a Ph.D. degree in Developmental Psychology 

at Ohio State University in 1968.

That same year, Lee joined the Cornell faculty as an Assistant Professor. It is believed that she was the first woman 

professor of Asian ancestry appointed at Cornell. Her teaching areas included experimental child psychology, 

research methods, personality and social development, Asian-American identity, and cross-cultural issues in 

development. She was a strong proponent of the importance of cultural and ethnic factors shaping the development 

of young children. Professor Lee was known as a demanding teacher who set high standards of scholarship for her 

students, while always being available to them as supportive mentor and guide. One of her greatest satisfactions 

in retirement was to hear from former students expressing their appreciation for what they had learned under her 

rigorous guidance.

Professor Lee was a pioneer in the development of Asian American studies as a field of inquiry. She had become 

increasingly concerned about Asian American students’ lack of knowledge about their history in the United States, 

as well as Americans’ unfamiliarity with Asian Americans and their culture. This led to her developing such 

courses as the Psychosocial History of the Chinese in America, History of Asians in America, and Asian American 

Identity and Personality. In addition, with characteristic initiative, Lee became actively involved as a key leader 

in the development of the Asian American Studies Program at Cornell, and served as its founding Director from 

1987-92. This was recognized as the first such program among East Coast universities, and it served as a model for 
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similar programs launched by other universities. From 1986-90, Lee organized a series of Cornell Symposia dealing 

with issues of Asian American higher education, films, and identity formation, bringing together colleagues from 

various universities having common interests in this area of scholarship. Another of Lee’s contributions to this 

field of inquiry was her editing the first Handbook of Asian American Psychology (with Nolan Zanee, 1997), which 

has been described as a landmark publication in its field. She was a frequently invited university and conference 

speaker on issues of multicultural education and aspects of Asian American scholarship.

Lee had broad academic interests and maintained collegial associations with faculty from a variety of units across 

the University, including the East Asia Program, Asian Studies, Psychology, and the Johnson Museum of Art. She 

served on many college and university boards and committees during her long tenure at Cornell.

In the early 1980s, when the doors re-opened allowing behavioral scholarship in the People’s Republic of China 

following the Cultural Revolution, Professor Lee obtained a research fellowship from the National Academy of 

Sciences to study the development of prosocial behavior in children in Beijing and Shanghai. Lee was one of the 

first American psychologists to do research in China in this new era, also collaborating with Chinese colleagues 

from Tongji Medical University in Wuhan, in a seven-site study of the socialization of Chinese children. Several 

significant publications emerged from this research, including Political Socialization and Parental Values in the 

People’s Republic of China (1991, with G.Q. Zhan), and Day Care in the People’s Republic of China (1992).

From 1992-94, Lee returned to Hong Kong as a Fulbright scholar and became the founding director of the Hong 

Kong-American Center, based at the Chinese University of Hong Kong. The Center’s goal was promoting the 

understanding of American society and culture in the Hong Kong community, as well as the understanding of 

Hong Kong in the United States. This university still benefits today from the fruits of the Center, as do the many 

scholars who have served on its faculty.

Among Lee’s many honors was an appointment as a Fellow at the Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral 

Sciences at Stanford University (1982-83), and election as president of the Society for the Study of Ethnic Minorities, 

in the American Psychology Association (1991). Since 2004, Lee served as a Board Member of the Asian Pacific 

American Legal Center in southern California, providing legal services, education and civil rights support for the 

Asian Pacific American community. She was an active member of both the American Psychological Association 

and the Society for Research in Child Development. In the latter group, as a member of the Committee on Racial 

and Ethnic Issues, Lee played a key role in guiding the work of this committee in its formative years, so that 

its recommendations led to significant changes enacted by the Society’s Governing Council. She was a pioneer 
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in bringing together in constructive ways priorities regarding issues of ethnic diversity and child development 

scholarship.

Lee was also an accomplished photographer, with particular interests in candid and informal portraits of children 

and adults in a variety of settings. She documented the lives of ordinary people in China during a 7000-mile trip 

in 1982, and she portrayed similar scenes in New York City as well. Exhibitions of her work have been held at 

the Everson Museum in Syracuse, the Hartell Gallery at Cornell, as well as Stanford, Elmira, and the Asian Arts 

Institute in New York City.

Professor Lee served in a faculty-in-residence role at Cornell’s International Living Center, and for a good many 

years she was a faculty fellow affiliated with student residential units at Cornell. Beyond purely academic matters, 

Lee took a strong personal interest in the well being of students, and she was known for her empathy in recognizing 

and helping those in need of particular assistance and support.

Lee often expressed her gratitude for the kindness of the many people who helped her throughout her years as a 

student, and during her academic career. She used her personal and financial resources to support many causes 

dear to her heart, e.g., donations of Asian art to the Herbert F. Johnson Museum of Art, support of the Museum’s 

educational programming for school children, and an endowment for Gannett Health Services intended to help 

students meet emergency health care costs. Having served on the Board of University Health Services, Lee had 

become acutely aware of the need for safety nets to help students meet unexpected medical expenses. To help meet 

this need, in 2004 she created Professor Lee Lee’s Fund in Gratitude for the Joy of Students. In setting up this fund, 

Lee indicated that she wanted to “roll back” to students some of the comfort and happiness teaching brought to 

her over the years. Regarding her commitment to helping those in need, Lee was quoted as saying, “All my life, a 

lot of strangers have been good to me. This is like payback.”

Lee will be remembered for her energy and enthusiasm, which inspired successions of Cornell students to excel 

beyond their self-expectations. Her colleagues and friends will also remember her as a forceful and caring advocate 

for causes of fairness and equity, student well being, and children’s welfare.

Professor Lee is survived by her brother, Harry King, who came from Taiwan to attend her memorial service at 

Cornell, and by several half-sisters, including Susie Chow of Foster City, California, and Carmen Chang of Palo 

Alto, California.
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