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September 9, 1920 — June 17, 1993

Frederick K.T. Tom was a master teacher and internationally famous teacher educator. Well-known for his 

sensitivity to the needs of his students and associates alike, he flourished in the roles of counselor, adviser, and 

team player. He was a true believer in “learning by doing/’ and problem-solving, and used them as approaches 

to his teaching, learning, and everyday life. His influence as an international educator spanned his entire career.

Born in Honolulu, Hawaii, on September 9, 1920, he graduated from Lahainaluna High School in 1938 and was 

the Maui recipient of the University of Hawaii Territorial Scholarship. He was graduated in 1942 with a Bachelor’s 

degree from UH-Manoa, where he was president of his class and the student body. That same year, he married 

Nancy Yun Wah Wong. During World War II, he was stationed in China as a U.S. Technical Sergeant. Fred served 

for eight years as a teacher of vocational agriculture at various secondary schools in Hawaii. And, he earned both 

the M.S. and the Ph.D. degrees at Cornell University.

Fred was a faculty member of the New York State College of Agriculture from 1955-75. As a teacher educator in 

agriculture, he worked with hundreds of undergraduates preparing to teach agriculture at the high school level, 

and with scores of graduate students from various parts of the world who were preparing for leadership roles in 

teacher training, administration and supervision, and earning masters and doctoral degrees in agricultural and 

occupational education. At Cornell, he became well-known for both his expertise as a master teacher and his 

research on the improvement of college teaching.

He was co-author of The Cornell Diagnostic Student Observation and Reporting System for the Improvement of 

College Teaching. The research report describing the development of this computerized system was selected for 

publication in 1975 by the American Vocational Association as one of five model research projects in the field of 

vocational education. The system has been used by thousands of college teachers to improve their teaching over 

the past twenty years.

After retiring from Cornell, he became the first dean of the College of Agriculture at the University of Hawaii-

Hilo. He was responsible for planning the first buildings. He established the 110-acre agricultural farm laboratory 

where students translate theory into practice. He hired the initial faculty and assisted them in developing the 

curriculum.
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Throughout his professional life, Fred Tom maintained a strong interest in international agriculture. He served 

a total of eight years as a consultant, visiting professor, and team leader for various Cornell, USAID, and United 

Nations projects including: acting dean, Teachers College, University of Liberia, Monrovia, 1963-64; professor, 

agricultural and extension education, University of the Philippines at Los Banos, 1966-68; principal, South Pacific 

College of Tropical Agriculture, Western Samoa, 1973; team leader, USAID Project, Feasibility Study, Western 

Samoa, 1978; consultant, World Bank Evaluation Study of Assam and Bihar Universities, India, 1983; consultant, 

Food and Agriculture Organization, Papua, New Guinea, 1983; team leader, USAID, South Pacific Regional 

Agricultural Development Project, 1984-86; and member, USAID Evaluation Committee, University of Peshawar, 

Pakistan, 1987,

Following his retirement from the University of Hawaii, Fred remained active in people-related activities; teaching 

reading, helping people prepare income taxes, and leadership in projects of the Chinese community and the United 

Community Church in Hilo. He developed a spectacular backyard garden, densely planted with both local and 

exotic fruits, vegetables, and flowers. In 1992, Fred and Nancy celebrated their 50th Wedding Anniversary at a 

surprise family reunion.

Frederick K.T. Tom died on June 17, 1993, at Queen’s Medical Center in Honolulu after a brief illness. He is 

survived by his wife, Nancy Y.W. Wong Tom; three sons, Stanley Y., Edward W., and William M.; one daughter, 

Marilyn W.C. O’Riordain; mother, Kalani Ah Kee; three brothers, Richard, Harry, and Lawrence; four sisters, 

Gloria Hashimoto, Ednette Chandler, Shirley Woo, and Moni Comara; and six grandchildren.

In an interview with the Honolulu Star Bulletin, following Fred’s death, his youngest son, William, characterized 

his father this way:

“Frederick K.T. Tom loved growing things, nurturing his family, his students, and his plants. . . The Tom house was not only 

full of his family, but he always invited stray students over for holidays, and we always took in at least one foreign student each 

year/’

Harold R. Cushman, William E. Drake
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