
Cornelius Betten

November 13, 1877 — August 23, 1962

The death of Professor Emeritus Cornelius Betten gives us cause to reflect on a Cornell personality of wide and 

constructive influence, who left Ithaca and the campus some seventeen years ago, shortly after his retirement in 

1945.

Dr. Betten, as he was generally known regardless of his other titles, began his administrative duties at Cornell 

University in 1915 as secretary and registrar in the College of Agriculture. When Dean Mann reorganized the 

administration in the College of Agriculture by placing each of the three areas of college responsibility under the 

jurisdiction of a vice dean, Dr. Betten was made Vice Dean of Resident Instruction, a title which was changed in 

1923 to Director.

A well-trained and careful worker in biological science, Dr. Betten exhibited similar interest and ability in the 

problems and techniques of undergraduate instruction. His arrival in 1915 came soon after the rapid growth in 

the student population following the establishment of the New York State College of Agriculture, the construction 

of new buildings for the college, and the great increase in subject matter resulting from expanding research 

in agriculture. Dr. Betten sought to find thoroughly logical and scientifically based solutions to questions of 

organization and administration in resident instruction. It was probably disappointing to him that problems 

involving people and their reactions did not lend themselves to the same sort of treatments he had used in his 

biological studies.

His administration was characterized by hard work and much progressive improvement. Following a proposal by 

senior students, he organized an orientation course for freshmen in 1922 that is still being offered with various 

changes dictated by experience and circumstances. He fostered closer relationships between Faculty and students 

through a much-improved advisory system. Under his leadership the two-year program of courses in agriculture 

was organized and first offered in 1929. He gave strong support to the use of exceptionally good teachers for 

instruction, particularly in freshman courses. He had a keen interest in the development of techniques for selecting 

students who were qualified for instruction in agriculture and the sciences related to it.

Because of his sound judgment and dependability, Dr. Betten was a logical choice for Acting Dean of the College 

during the absence of Dean Mann from 1924 to 1926 and again in 1931 to 1932. He became an active leader in the 
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resident instruction section of the Association of Land-Grant Colleges and Universities, where he was called upon 

frequently for suggestions and advice.

On July 1, 1932, Dr. Betten was appointed Dean of the University Faculty. This responsibility was carried on in 

addition to the directorship in resident instruction until July 1, 1940, when he resigned as director to become 

full-time Dean of the Faculty. In this position he was extremely sensitive of the prerogatives of the Faculty. He felt 

keenly that he represented and was responsible for the interests of the Faculty and that he must never compromise 

with conflicting points of view. With him in that office the interests of the Faculty were assured full consideration. 

He retired from the University on June 30, 1945.

As a graduate student, Dean Betten had given major attention to the caddis flies, and this study was continued, 

as time permitted, for many years. He was the author of New York State Museum Bulletin 292, The Caddis Flies 

or Tricoptera of New York State, published in 1934. Some years ago he gave to the Department of Entomology at 

Cornell his entomological library and collection of Tricoptera from worldwide sources. The latter consisted of 4931 

pinned specimens, 3123 vials of specimens preserved in alcohol, and 2833 slides.

Dean Betten was a graduate of Lake Forest College, having received the B.A. degree there in 1900 and the M.A. 

in 1901. He continued graduate study at Cornell University and was awarded the Ph.D. degree in 1906. This was 

followed by an honorary D.Sc. from Lake Forest College in 1923.

From 1915 to 1945, Dean Betten and Mrs. Betten were prominent and popular members of the University 

community, occupying with distinction leading roles in the academic and social life of the campus.

Henry Dietrich, William I. Myers, A. Wright Gibson
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