A Pivotal Moment:
Our New Reality is Upon Us
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Primer:
One of the most important presidential duties
is to set the direction of the College’s vision
and mission.This includes building the capacity
to attain our goal of sustaining a thriving and
effective college. A critical feature in moving
our strategic agenda forward is deepening
our identity as a College of Agriculture and
Technology. Our roadmap into the future is
inexorably linked to our name. Our relevance
is contingent upon establishing a more
comprehensive, interdisciplinary academic
enterprise focused on our distinctive identity.
As noted in the articles and opinion pieces
in this report, agriculture and technology are
leading industries in sustaining global health
and have a tremendous impact on the quality
of human existence. SUNY Cobleskill has the
capacity to be an educational leader in this
arena and set standards for state-of-the-art
programs that integrate a liberal education
within an applied learning paradigm.
The fundamental attribute to guide us in
this next evolution of our identity is our
ecosystem stewardship. To fully adopt this
paradigm requires an abandonment from
treating our identity as a zero-sum-gain

phenomenon in that one characteristic or
one set of disciplines is favored over another.
Our collective attention must turn towards
creating our educational ecosystem and
building institution-wide programs that take
into account a contemporary milieu that is
complex, fragile, and disruptive.
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To do so requires a roadmap, which is
contained in this report. It incorporates an
ecosystem orientation, builds on the work
we have begun, and incorporates four pillars
that I identify as part of our legacy. They are
our identity as a College of Agriculture and
Technology, our vision that calls all learners,
our mission of applied learning, and our strong
liberal arts tradition.

Moving Forward with

Our Pillars, Trends, and
Our Call to Action
Our Call to Action
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This is a work in progress and will evolve as
we continue our conversations and create our
value propositions. As I noted in this report,
we need to reach a consensus regarding our
collective endorsement of what we value in
our students and our vision and mission if our
roadmaps are to be effective. I welcome open
and candid dialogue and healthy and respectful
debate as we set our roadmap into action.
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For over a century, SUNY Cobleskill’s
academic enterprise has focused on innovations
and best practices that enhanced and
sustained the human-environment ecosystem.
The successful evolution of our institution and
how we serve students and communities are
testimonies to a forward-looking mission that
has kept our work relevant in ever-changing
socio-economic-environmental contexts.
Our history is closely linked to making
transformational change and finding solutions
for societal well-being and environmental
sustainability. Our duty as a higher education
learning institution is in the service of
generating knowledge through an applied
learning platform for the purpose of growing,
sustaining, and renewing the world and its citizens.

Our purpose remains constant;
to educate future entrepreneurs,
scientists, thought leaders, artists,
educators and practitioners to
contribute to the sustainability of
a healthy and prosperous societal
existence in concert with
a robust environment
We have gone far beyond a unidimensional
focus on agriculture as an industry to
recognizing the reciprocal nature of extracting
natural resources and sustaining human life.
We are aware of our responsibility to sustain
the environment, and we have furthered our
mission to include a broader understanding of
human-environment interactions as articulated
through an ecosystem paradigm.
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Here is the link to the guidebook on
ecosystem framework.
The context in which we perform our
stewardship is exponentially expanding, where
disruptions of major proportions in all sectors
of the globe are the norm. This includes, but
is not limited to, Industry 4.0 (the Internet
of Things), the pandemic, and climate change,
all of which result from human-environment
interactions. We need to pay attention to the
effects of disruptive change, and we must do
so through an integrated lens, as suggested in
the previously noted guidebook.
Disruptive change has been felt worldwide,
and many countries face complex and
broad-ranging issues, from climate change to
educating and feeding an increasingly growing
world population. A global call for action
has begun with two of the most prominent
organizations leading the way.
In 2015, and then in 2019, the G7 leaders
proclaimed their desire to create an
ecologically sustainable global environment
that is supported, in part, by alternative
sources of clean energy and sustainable food
chains that can accommodate the world’s
population. During the same period, the United
Nations drafted its 2030 Sustainability Agenda
addressing world hunger, peace climate action,
environmental health, and justice through its
17-goal approach. Both entities recognize that
the most effective way to attain these goals is to
become a more socially inclusive world. Most
experts contend that accomplishing these
ambitious goals starts with advancements in
agriculture.
Experts predict that there will be dramatic
changes in agriculture over the next 30 years.
The graph shown here (created by Chris
Philpot), which was featured in a 2016 article

published by The Economist, illustrates
some of the innovations, including more
reliance on indoor horticulture (Empire State
Greenhouses plans to break ground soon).
Smart farming will become more prevalent as
a method to manage soil and food production.
The breeding of plants will increase to create

more resilient crops, and agriculture will
rely more on drones and matrix algebra to
make decisions on crop management and
production.
These trends, which have also been noted
by SUNY Cobleskill faculty and staff, are
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necessary to sustaining and improving life on
earth. Creating a sustainable worldwide food
supply is a critical first step after which all other
desired G7 and UN goals will be achieved.
We must understand the interconnected
relationship among agriculture, technology,
and socio-economic well-being if progress is
to be made. Stewardship of agriculture alone
is not enough.
Progress requires a multifaceted approach
in addressing diverse populations and their
norms, cultures, economic vitality, and quality
of life, to name a few. Stewardship of the
environment provides a broader context
in which to place agriculture and gives rise
to attending to the interrelated exchanges
between human behavior and the environment.
This represents SUNY Cobleskill’s next pivot.

> Read this article online at www.syngentathrive.com/research.

Scope It Out

BIOTECHNOLOGY

The twin factors of population growth and urbanization will create serious challenges for agriculture
in the upcoming decades. Given these two factors, what will agriculture look like in 2050? Based on
current trends, experts anticipate a range of developments that will help agriculture keep pace with
the world population’s rapidly expanding dietary needs.

9

billion people will live
on Earth—an increase
of 1.7 billion over the
current global population.

2050 BY THE NUMBERS

70 70

percent increase in global food
production will be required to
feed the world’s population,
compared to 2007 levels.

HIGH-TECH
MACHINERY

CONTROLLED
ENVIRONMENTS
Advances in genetic techniques
will allow breeders to improve
nutrition and raise yields.

percent of people will live in cities
and many will have higher incomes,
resulting in a change in consumption
patterns toward a more varied diet.

Farming in controlled environments, such
as greenhouses, will increase, so fresh
produce is more readily available.

LARGER FARMS

Farms will become larger,
which will result in more
complex business operations.

HOW
AGRICULTURE
PLANS TO BOOST
PRODUCTIVITY
IMPROVED
CROP INPUTS

Robotic machinery will help
improve efficiency by performing
routine tasks in the field.

PRECISION FARMING

Data from sensors will
power advanced analytics
and provide early detection
of potential problems.

More advanced crop protection products will help
boost yields and improve overall crop quality.

Predictions are based on interviews for “Trending 2050,” page 10, and agricultural developments discussed in the following articles:
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“The Future of Farming,” www.economist.com/technology-quarterly/2016-06-09/factory-fresh
“Global Agriculture Towards 2050,” www.fao.org/fileadmin/templates/wsfs/docs/Issues_papers/HLEF2050_Global_Agriculture.pdf
“Integrated Pest Management,” www.croplife.org/wp-content/uploads/pdf_files/Integrated-pest-management.pdf
Isaacson, Betsy. “Farms of the Future Today,” www.newsweek.com/2015/10/30/feed-humankind-we-need-farms-future-today-385933.html
Widmar, David A. “The Aging American Farmer,” www.ageconomists.com/2015/01/20/the-aging-american-farmer
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Our focus as a College of Agriculture and
Technology makes us uniquely qualified to
adopt the stewardship approach needed to
build inclusive societies free from hunger. Our
plan is to broaden our agricultural mission
using an ecosystem paradigm to allow for a
contemporary education that calls upon all
disciplines to contribute in shaping our future
leaders.
SUNY Cobleskill has the capacity to create
such a real-time microcosm of a highly
complex, diverse, and interconnected
collective of experts, fields of study, and
perspectives working to eradicate hunger
and poverty on a global scale. Integrating our
strong liberal education programs into this
work is imperative.
The role of the liberal arts and sciences cannot
be underestimated as they foster critical
thinking, creative expression and innovations
and teach students how to be effective

communicators and change agents. Creating
a more robust interdisciplinary model among
all disciplines at the College will enhance our
stewardship and bolster our capacity as an
education leader in sustaining the world and
its citizens.
Embracing a stewardship ethos has been
posited by Robert Fried and Eli Kramer as a
way for small liberal arts colleges to survive.
In an article published by Inside Higher Ed,
these authors state that taking on a village
commons mission will deepen the value
of liberal education in the 21st Century.
This mission entails more involvement with
surrounding communities, including engaging
young people in their educational pursuits, and
becoming cultural, economic, intellectual, and
social centers.
The authors claim that skills such as critical
thinking, effective communication, and
being humane are “as useful for farmers,
entrepreneurs, nurses, and industrial workers
as they are for academics worldwide.” Fried
and Kramer contend that adopting a village
commons mission will not be easy for colleges
and offered practical strategies to assist. Here
are a few suggestions, none of which are new
to SUNY Cobleskill.
• Work with K-12 educators
• Reach out to students early in their high
school careers
• Hear from regional employers
• Replace outdated distribution requirements
with coordinated first-year seminars
• Design an affordable performancebased baccalaureate degree option
that empathizes and rewards student
collaboration, inventiveness, and
self-motivation
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A similar theme is noted in Inside Higher Ed
by Dr. Kirsten Ostherr, who contends that the
liberal arts play a central role in understanding
and solving current societal issues. The most
effective approach is a more integrated
academic model that is not differentiated
through disciplinary silos. Here is an excerpt
from the beginning of the article:
“In times of crisis, when we face complex
challenges like global pandemics, we need
a collaborative response that transcends
disciplinary boundaries and offers novel
approaches to vexing problems. In the
current moment, biologists, engineers and
others in fields with established pipelines
for translational research have sprung into
action, working together to create life - saving
diagnostics and therapeutics to help with
the COVID-19 pandemic. Yet it isn’t always
so obvious how scholars in the humanities
can contribute to the front-line response.
But I’ve seen firsthand the valuable role that
the humanities can play in public health.”

identity, mission, vision, and academic core.
SUNY Cobleskill only needs to continue to
live up to our mission as a premier college
of applied learning that sets “the standard
for applied education that extends theory
into practice.”
Part of our pivot requires us to address one
central question; what are the contemporary
trends in society and higher education that
need our attention as we work to realize this
mission more fully? Related to this question
is: how do the tenets of applied science,
humanities, social science, technology, and
agriculture inform our work as a steward of
the human-ecosystem paradigm?

The pivot that most liberal arts colleges
and institutions need requires shifting their
| 11
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in our change process. Our action now will
portend our future relevance, including our
ability to control our destiny and our capacity
to call future generations of learners to learn
with and by us. Embracing an ecosystem model
will make us more resilient against future
disruptions.
1. Industry 4.0 (IoT: the Internet of Things)

As noted earlier, our ability to sustain a
thriving and effective college in the current
highly disruptive and complex milieu is largely
dependent on the effective stewardship of our
campus ecosystem and building our real-time
microcosmic sustainability agenda through
which students learn to become change
agents. Our 100-year legacy, niche, and four
distinctive features, or pillars, are our guides
to scanning the environment and the roadmap
to ensuring student access to state-of-the-art
opportunities and our continued relevancy.
The four pillars are:
1. Our identity as a College of Agriculture
and Technology explicated through
ecosystem principles and pathways
2. Our vision that calls all learners to succeed
3. Our mission of applied learning that is
integrated throughout our programs
4. Our strong liberal arts tradition
The only constant in sustaining thriving
ecosystems, including SUNY Cobleskill, is
change. We must participate in the change
process if we are to continue to positively
affect our students’ learning and prepare them
14 |

for a future that will be very different from
the one in which they learned. We must be
change agents of our own ecosystem, scanning
the environment and shaping our academic
enterprise in the service of student and
societal needs and the disruptions that shape
our world.

A basic description of The Internet of Things
(IoT) is that it is an ecosystem in which
information is collected and shared about
an object or thing (including living species)
through a network of sensors and data
transport platforms leading to real-time

outcomes. Purposes include, but are not
limited to, transferring information to make
supply chain management decisions, reporting
heart rates through fit devices, automatically
applying the brakes to stop a vehicle, or
performing a mechanical operation such as a
traffic light or dishwasher. Some experts simply
describe IoT as anything that is connected to
the internet. Below is a graphic representation
of the IoT ecosystem provided by iscoop.
Here is a link to the article, which provides
a further explication of IoT and its impact on
human existence.

Our environmental scans reveal many trends
that require our attention and response.
However, four trends stand out as having the
most profound impact on the College:
• The technological advancement of the
Internet of Things (IoT) and the resultant
rise of Industry 4.0.
• The continued societal discontent of higher
education and the devaluation of degree
attainment for career advancement.
• The changing nature of learners’ learning
styles and the migration away from
traditional modes of teaching.
• Higher education’s move towards adopting
a village commons approach.
These trends are interrelated and will become
opportunities for SUNY Cobleskill rather
than barriers if we are proactive and strategic
| 15

IoT is the major catalyst for the rise of the
fourth industrial revolution (known as
Industry 4.0). The focus is on innovations
and production models that best harness
interconnectivity,
automation,
machine
learning, and real-time data for all types
of businesses and industries, including
agriculture. Deloitte, McKinsey, and other
leaders in research and marketing advise
that if companies and organizations are to
thrive in an Industry 4.0 milieu, they must
reengineer their operations that support an
end-to-end enterprise.
This entails adopting an ecosystem mindset
that includes assembling a team of internal
and external multiple players with multiple
functions and diverse perspectives, increasing
institutional capacity to operate beyond
the traditional “four walls.” This ecosystem
approach allows for real-time research,
development, and marketing in diverse
contexts and timelines.
An example of adopting an ecosystem
approach in agriculture (discussed earlier in
the report) is creating a broader scope by
which to enhance food production to include
food systems, with attention given to food
supply, greenhouse gas emissions, food deserts,
and waste management. SUNY Cobleskill, in
partnership with ESG and Caribou (gasifier),
is an early adopter of applying an ecosystem
method to create a food systems strategy
that aligns with Industry 4.0. ESG will create
opportunities for students to work and learn
in a high-tech controlled grow center, and
the College will offer micro-credentials that
advance an Industry 4.0 platform.
Another example of an end-to-end
enterprise is the portfolio model that is being
adopted in the biotech industry. The essential
operation is managing and deploying a diverse
16 |

network of experts ranging from investment,
marketing, supply chain, and R&D, to name a
few, to assist a collection of companies, each
dedicated to one drug program. This is a
radical pivot away from the current practice
of using a company’s cache of resources to
support one technological application or
biological platform.
Each company benefits from multiple experts
and diverse applications and ideas at a fraction
of the cost. The portfolio approach allows for
more creativity, innovation, and incentives as
it exposes experts to diverse drug programs.
Our Institute for Rural Vitality resembles this
model.
Over time, more organizations will need
to shed operations based on old industry
standards (automation, computers) and adopt
an ecosystem practice that accommodates
the more complex technology interface with
every sector and entity worldwide. SUNY
Cobleskill is moving in this direction through
our partnerships and the creation of our
Industry model through PACE.

We too must create an end-to-end academic
enterprise through which we address student
and industry needs, student pathways and
learning opportunities, and foster both an
internal and external network of faculty, staff,
K-12 education, industry and business leaders
who will extend our capacity beyond our
“four walls,” upholding our promise to sustain
a thriving and effective College. To move this
agenda forward, we must:
• Further articulate and expand our dual
mission pathways into a multi-mission end
to end academic enterprise
(dual mission summit).
• Create an integrated academic network
that resembles an IoT business ecosystem
Industry 4.0.
• Evolve a more integrated curriculum
that crosses over disciplines and the two
schools and addresses faculty professional
and instructional needs.

• Ensure faculty and staff workloads are fair
and equitable throughout changes in the
infrastructure.
• Generate more synergy among faculty
across fields of study, resembling the
contemporary, collaborative research and
intervention methods employed by Industry
4.0 organizations and industries.
• Establish a space for informal faculty
interactions and informal gatherings for
the entire campus community.
If nothing else, IoT has shown that the world
is more complicated and highly connected,
requiring a more networked approach
to gaining an understanding and finding
appropriate solutions that are at scale to
make a difference. It gives us a glimpse at
the acceleration of change and IoT’s role in
causing more disruption. Steadying our course
and grounding our mission within this volatile
context is best served within a real-time
ecosystem paradigm.
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2. Societal discontent of higher education
As we continue to deepen our commitment
to the stewardship that guides our vision
and mission, we must demonstrate our value
to our diverse stakeholders (prospective
students and their families, alumni, current
and new donors, the surrounding community,
SUNY) who are witnessing, living, and being
affected by disruptive change. To do so,
we must continuously review our value
propositions (more later in the report) and
question our ability to provide an associated
relevant education. This entails that we
ensure that:
not destined to go to college. The programs
focused on applied learning dedicated to the
science and practice of agriculture both on
and off campus.

• A credential from SUNY Cobleskill is
an investment in the future, and that we
practice what we espouse for our learners.
• Create and support a learning milieu
that adapts to the highly evolving reality
and offers cutting-edge programs leading
to credentials through diverse forms of
educational interactions.
• Create a faculty-learner engagement
center that complements the existing
professional development series and
specifically addresses contemporary
faculty and learner needs.
• An academic enterprise maintains an
end-to-end learning ecosystem that
allows for fluidity, considers a highly
complex reality, and recognizes the dynamic
exchange between IoT, human existence,
and environmental sustainability.
• Our policies, programs, and practices that
align our value propositions consider
learner needs, stakeholder needs, trends,
and contemporary issues, which lead to
innovations and solutions in a society
heavily dependent on IoT innovation.
18 |

Our relevance today is as robust as it was
when we opened our doors. We learn from
nature that change is inherent, and we value
the evolution of our institution as we strive to
be in sync with the contemporary milieu. The
impact of IoT and Industry 4.0 will continue to
fuel societal discontent with higher education.
If we do not attend to the indicators
associated with this dissatisfaction and gain
an understanding of the influence of IoT on
sociopsychological and cognitive adaptations
to learning, we will be doing ourselves, our
students, and society a disservice.
3. Learner’s learning style
Another hallmark of SUNY Cobleskill’s
100-year legacy began in 1916 when
community members envisioned and created
an Institute that welcomed students who were

Our determinative approach to education
still includes making our programs accessible
to our students’ learning needs and through
a unique, cutting-edge and integrative applied
learning curriculum. This includes offering
diverse learning modes leading to credentials
that include degrees, certifications and other
valid outcomes. We must continue to reaffirm
this mission and ensure that it remains apparent
in our curriculum. Part of this affirmation will
require:
• A candid and thorough discussion about
our expectations regarding student
readiness for college, their capacity to take
on the challenges of college and their ability
to develop an academic mindset.
• A parallel conversation and honest appraisal
of our institutional culture’s belief in
ourselves as a quality institution. If we think
that we serve students who are not worthy
of being in college, then our attitude about
our work will mirror that belief. If we do

not create an ethos that our students and
we are worth our efforts and make our
community accountable to this ethos, we
will fall short of our goal to be a thriving
and effective college.
• A robust diversity agenda that aligns with
our values builds an inclusive culture and
becomes an effective learning tool for all
learners.
In 1916 we built a pathway for 8th graders,
a population seen by others as not ready for
college but by us as deserving students who
could meet our expectations. We had begun
to do so prior to the pandemic, and we can
do it again. If nothing else, this world crisis has
shown us that there are cracks in the higher
education system. Our students need a higher
education credential now more than ever if
they are to be successful in this new reality.
4. Higher education and the village commons
mission
As more colleges and universities, including
many SUNY institutions, continue to embrace
the village commons and pivot where necessary
to build a mission and academic agenda that
support this work, SUNY Cobleskill will no
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longer enjoy the distinction of being a premier
college of applied learning. As this becomes
more of a Red Ocean strategy, we must find
our Blue Ocean in this arena. We can, and we
have a 100-year tradition upon which to do
our Blue Ocean pivot. This would include our
adoption of:
• The ecosystem paradigm as the platform
for our academic enterprise.
• An applied education approach in all aspects
of our academic enterprise through which
all disciplines extend theory into practice
collectively and through their unique
perspectives.
• Every discipline at SUNY Cobleskill has
an applied learning paradigm as part
of its professional identity. All have a
similar focus; to apply the principles and
tenets of the field to either understand
or impact real-life settings. Advancing
knowledge using this paradigm is through
application, observation, intervention, and
implementing informed change.
We have started moving in this direction
with our Therapeutic Horsemanship and
Intergenerational programs. Faculty from the
Science and Plant Science departments have
created a hemp collaborative with Morrisville.
A group of faculty from both schools has
provided a draft white paper on how to
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move forward in integrating Industry 4.0 and
agriculture. We have the capacity to continue
and the academic platform upon which
to build.
One barrier that impedes the development of
a more integrated curriculum is our current
academic structure. It hampers the free flow of
professional exchanges among experts in their
various disciplines. As noted earlier, we must
create structures through which students
engage in collaborative, cross-disciplinary
approaches to gain critical insights and other
liberal education outcomes. There are many
ways that SUNY Cobleskill can evolve the
critical role that all disciplines play in the
service of student learning and engagement.
We need to:
• Continue our conversations with FASP
regarding a possible change in our academic
organization and work with faculty
to identify a structure that allows for
cross-disciplinary study while preserving
disciplinary identity.
• Foster further faculty-student exploration
of phenomenon through a more integrated
and applied cross-disciplinary framework.
We have begun to assess and explore possible
structural and policy changes that will further
link liberal education tenets with applied
learning, or scientific discovery with its

application, or learning theories with teaching
students of all ages, or artistic expression that
leads to discovery, and student engagement
and immersion into their own learning. Noted
below are examples, including but not limited
to the:

• Potential offering of a Liberal studies degree
that prepares students for professional
careers

• Provost-FASP work on academic structures

• Removal of the alt admit practice

• Continuation of the academic
transformation plan

• Findings from the General Education Task
Force

• Addition of micro-credentials to our
academic enterprise

• Recommendations from the Administrative
Conference

• Possible BS in Health Sciences
• Potential BPS degrees
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As we begin to shape our Blue Ocean
strategies and pivot our institution’s focus
through the lens of an ecosystem paradigm,
we must first build our value propositions.We
need to come to a consensus regarding our
collective endorsement of what we value in our
students and our vision and mission. This will
provide more direction for our action steps
noted above and how to best operationalize
our four pillars within an ecosystem paradigm.
The power of this paradigm is the depiction
of fluid, non-linear and diverse types of
exchanges and outcomes throughout all levels
of a system. Through our value propositions,
we can hone our work addressing priorities
to positively affect our internal ecosystem
(campus and community). We will be more
adept at scanning the external ecosystem
with focused purpose to provide a relevant
and state-of-the art learning experience for
our students. Our goal mandates that we are
proactive in evolving our academic enterprise
if we are to have a role in shaping the future
rather than reacting to it.
Our work will not be easy, but it is necessary.
Our honesty is a critical feature and our
acceptance of all points of view is vital. Our
future is very bright and requires commitment
from all parts of our community. Within the
next few weeks, the senior leadership team
will begin to engage our community in creating
our value propositions and work with faculty
and staff from across the campus to align our
action steps with our current plan.
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SUNY Cobleskill has been the beacon for so
many and we have been asked to point to the
North Star once again. Here are our tools:
• Our ecosystem model upon which to build
our enterprise
• Our value propositions
• Our ability to be an end to end learner
access institution
• Our ability to scan the environment for
relevant trends
• Our four pillars
• Identity as a College of Agriculture and
Technology
• Vision to call all learners
• Mission of applied learning
• Strong liberal arts tradition
• Our village commons ethos
• Our use of Blue Ocean Strategies to
reclaim our niche in applied learning
• You, our community
Shall we get to work?
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