
J. Paul Leagans

September 11, 1910 — February 5, 2001

J. Paul Leagans, Professor Emeritus in Cornell’s College of Agriculture and Life Sciences, died February 5, 2001, at 

the age of 90. He was internationally recognized for his pioneering work in the third and fourth dimensions of the 

evolving Land Grant educational philosophy, namely extension and international work. He is said to have coined 

the term “Extension Education” and is considered by many as the father of this field of specialization.

Born in Cana, North Carolina, on September 11, 1910, Paul was the son of Granville and Camilla Collette Leagans. 

He received a B.S. degree in Agricultural Education from North Carolina State University in 1934. In his early 

career, he held positions as high school teacher of agriculture, county cooperative extension agent and, on the State 

Extension Staff in Raleigh, North Carolina, as a program leader and training specialist.

Paul pursued graduate work at North Carolina State University in Economics and Farm Management while serving 

as a Senior Agriculturalist in the Division of Research and Training with the USDA Federal Extension Service. 

As a Rockefeller Foundation Fellow, he studied at the University of Chicago, with his dissertation research being 

done in Raleigh, North Carolina. He received his Ph.D. degree in Adult Education in 1949 from the University of 

Chicago.

At Cornell University, Dr. Leagans was appointed Professor and Coordinator of Graduate Programs in Education 

and Continuing Education in the Department of Rural Education, New York State College of Agriculture and 

was a faculty member in the Cornell Graduate School. He initiated a graduate level program in extension and 

adult education that became a model for universities across the United States and throughout the world. Aided 

by a $500,000 grant from the Ford Foundation in 1955, graduate degree programs were developed in this area 

of specialization. The establishment of graduate study in extension education not only enhanced domestic 

cooperative extension programs but also attracted foreign students and donor agencies that supported his work in 

the international arena.

Professor Leagans was a respected teacher and advisor. His reputation drew numbers of American and foreign 

students to Cornell to study under his tutelage. Many returned to positions of prestige and responsibility in their 

home countries and institutions. Paul and his wife often opened their home to these students, providing not only 

education but also heart-warming American-style hospitality.
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Professor Leagans also served as consultant and lecturer at institutions that were developing similar graduate 

programs in this area of specialization. On special leave from Cornell in 1958-60, Paul served as a Ford Foundation 

Consultant to the Government of India on Extension Education systems. He returned often to India and consulted 

in several South American and African countries as well. He also provided leadership in the establishment of 

graduate programs in extension and international education at U.S.A. Land Grant Universities. Research contracts 

with agencies such as the Office of Naval Research, U.S. Agency for International Development, and the Ford and 

Rockefeller Foundations provided valuable stimuli and resources to consolidate further graduate study in this 

emerging field.

In collaboration with colleagues and graduate students, a number of research papers and Ph.D, Ed.D. and M.S. 

theses were published. He authored several books and many articles. Notably, he was senior author of Behavioral 

Change in Agriculture, published by Cornell University Press. Throughout his career, Professor Leagans was active 

in community work, including Rotary, Boy Scouts of America, and YMCA.

In May 1977, the Cornell Board of Trustees awarded Paul the title of Professor of Extension Education Emeritus. 

After his retirement, the family relocated to Mocksville, North Carolina. Paul continued teaching and consulting at 

North Carolina State University, where he served as a Visiting Professor (1977-87) in the Department of Adult and 

Community College Education. To encourage continuing graduate study and research in this field of study, Paul 

and his wife endowed the Agricultural and Extension Education Fellowship at North Carolina State University.

J. Paul Leagans died at his home in Mocksville, North Carolina. He is survived by his wife of 67 years, Mary Louise 

Lakey Leagans; and by two sons, John and William. His daughter, Linda, predeceased him.
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