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Donald F. Solá, “Don”, Professor Emeritus of Linguistics, passed away July 29, 2008, in Hospicare, Ithaca.  Don 

was born on February 24, 1922 in Herkimer, New York.  He leaves his wife of 62 years, Daphne Joyce Solá; three 

children, Michèle, Cristina, and Matthew; and five grandchildren.  At the outbreak of WWII, he joined the U.S. 

Army Air Corps, serving in the Signal Intelligence Corps in India.  After being mustered out, he worked at the 

New York Herald Tribune, affirming interests in quality journalism, history, and political affairs.  

In 1950, Don enrolled in Cornell University receiving his B.A. degree in 1952 in Spanish Linguistics continuing 

with graduate studies at Cornell and majoring in Linguistics with Anthropology and Social Psychology as minor 

fields.  He developed a lifelong interest in Quechua and Andean Studies, and in 1958, he received his Ph.D. degree 

with a dissertation on Quechua, “Huanaco Kechua: The Grammar of Words and Phrases”.  He followed up his 

dissertation research with in-depth field studies in Quechua dialectology with support from a two-year Rockefeller 

Foundation grant. 

Don was appointed Instructor in Spanish linguistics in 1953 and Assistant Professor in 1958.  His responsibilities 

were to Spanish language teaching, but Don recognized the need to make instruction in Quechua available to 

Americans and took it on as an additional duty.  Since this was the first attempt to teach Quechua in the United 

States, no relevant teaching materials were available. By chance, his efforts came at a time when American public 

opinion awoke to the need to support instruction in less-commonly taught languages, and in 1958, Congress 

passed the National Defense Educational Act, a bill  that  provided  support  for  languages  “critical  to  the  

national defense”.  Fortuitously, Quechua was one of those languages, and Don led in the preparation of Quechua 

instruction materials. He began the project in 1961, and after five years, he had a complete curriculum for Quechua. 

To make the language available to students outside of Cornell, Don secured funding to establish a summer program 

in Quechua, a program which more than forty years later continues to function.  

Don’s background in Andean language and area studies and expertise in bilingual issues led to involvement until 

1978 in various UNESCO and U.S. government projects concerned with language policy and literacy development 

in Peru.  He focused on the development of programs of bilingual education for Peru’s Quechua speakers.  Don was 

also interested in developing a cadre of Peruvian experts in bilingualism and applied linguistics.  From 1961-69, he 

directed a cooperative project between San Marcos University in Lima and Cornell for collaborative development 
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in linguistics and language teaching in Peru, whereby Peruvian scholars came to Cornell for M.A. and Ph.D. 

studies. This project enabled Don not only to enrich our graduate student body but also to introduce issues of 

language policy and bilingualism into the linguistics curriculum at the graduate and undergraduate levels.  

A Fulbright teaching and research grant in 1973 saw him in Cuzco, Peru, where he did further research on 

bilingualism.  He continued consulting on issues of bilingual education for the U.S. Agency for International 

Development until 1978.  Throughout his two decades of work promoting linguistic studies and bilingual education 

in Peru, Don was a founder and active in directing the Inter-American Program for Linguistics and Language 

Teaching (PILEI), whose main function was to present linguistic institutes attended by graduate students from 

throughout the Americas. 

In his later years until well after his retirement, Don was active in developing software for computer-assisted 

language learning and received several contracts to maintain a laboratory for preparing software for the learning 

of Spanish, called “Interlex”.  

Don had broad interests.  His friends and family knew him as a lover of music, classical and popular, an avid attendee 

of the theater, and a spirited and talented ballroom dancer.  He was famous for his generosity and hospitality.  His 

beautifully restored home in Jacksonville was the scene of frequent social events through the years, where Don and 

his wife, Daphne, regaled their guests with gorgeous food, music, and good fellowship. 

John U. Wolff, Chairperson; Richard L. Leed, Margarita Suñer 
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