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William Woodland Reeder, Professor of Rural Sociology, Emeritus, served as a member of the Cornell faculty 

from 1949-76. His lifelong passion was delving into the beliefs, disbeliefs, and social actions that he felt were the 

essential determinants of why individuals and groups behave as they do. He passed away on April 2, 1999 in 

Logan, Utah, his home after retirement from Cornell.

After his birth in Robin, Idaho, on March 26, 1911, his family moved to Brigham City, Utah, where he grew up on a 

dairy farm. There he learned the values of hard work and commitment to rigorous schedules and came to appreciate 

the importance of an education. After high school, he attended Utah State University where he completed a B.S. 

degree in Sociology in 1935 and a Master’s degree in 1937. In 1939, he enrolled at Cornell University to pursue a 

Ph.D. degree program in Rural Sociology.

When military service loomed, with the outbreak of World War II, he was accepted in officers’ training in the 

Army. As he completed his training, he had an opportunity to join the Army’s Morale Research Division. Bill was 

one of the designers of the extensive study of the dimensions of morale among American soldiers in the European 

theater. His assignments required research in England, France and Germany. This opportunity launched his career 

pursuits in studies in human behavior.

Following release from the Army, he served as an Instructor in the Department of Sociology at Utah State 

University for a short period, then returned to Cornell to finish his Ph.D. dissertation. He taught for a few months 

at the Pennsylvania State University when he was offered a position as Assistant Professor in the Department of 

Rural Sociology at Cornell. Bill’s mentors at Cornell were Dwight Sanderson, W.A. Anderson, Leonard S. Cottrell, 

Jr., Robert A. Polson and Olaf F. Larson, successive heads of the department. Professor Cottrell counseled Bill 

when he first joined the faculty as an Assistant Professor, thus, “When I tell people I am a sociologist they reply, 

‘What do you do with that discipline?’ I would like you to stress its useful application in all of your teaching and 

research. Remember, the sky is the limit.” Bill took that counsel to heart and dedicated his career to teaching 

both undergraduate and graduate students how to use theory and principles in improving their quality of life as 

individuals and in their service to families, organizations and communities.

Professor Reeder had an easy-going manner that was engaging to his students and colleagues, yet they sensed 

depth and earnestness in his warm, friendly style of teaching and service. He rose through the ranks to become a 
Cornell University Faculty Memorial Statement http://ecommons.library.cornell.edu/handle/1813/17813



full Professor. His popular courses on “Determinants of Successful Leadership” and “Community Development” 

attracted numerous undergraduate and graduate students. Throughout his career, he was continuously involved 

in conducting research aimed at testing his theories about the fundamental influences of beliefs and values as 

important determinants of behavior and social action. His long list of publications has added significant dimensions 

to the body of literature in this arena. He was also a member of the Rural Sociological Society.

In 1967, Professor Reeder filled a special assignment for his department when he traveled around the world to 

interview former graduate students to assess the quality and value of the training they had received and of the 

professional applications that they were making of that training. A report, “The Transferability of North American 

Rural Sociological Training to Other Cultures and Other Societies,” was prepared.

Professor Reeder long-practiced the principles that he taught. He was actively involved in the Ithaca community. 

He was a board member of Cornell United Religious Work, the South Side Community Center and the Bryant 

Park Civic Association. In his church affiliation, he served as Counselor in the Eastern States Mission of the 

Mormon Church for eleven years. He served as President of the Ithaca Branch and as Patriarch of the Ithaca, New 

York Stake.

After his retirement in 1976, the Reeder family moved to Logan, Utah. There he became affiliated with the 

Department of Sociology at Utah State University and was active in community affairs and served as a teacher and 

Patriarch in his church. In his retirement years, he loved to pore over his research findings on the “Determinants 

of Morale Among American Soldiers.”

Bill’s life was a rich legacy of love for teaching, for his family, for community service, for his church callings, and 

for his Maker. He is survived by his wife, Letty; and their four children: Kathleen, Claudia, Douglas, and Kimberly.
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