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A reoccurring theme throughout your career is your 
championing of technology education—you’ve been 
acknowledged nationally for your work. Can you 
talk about why, before it was trendy to do so, you’ve 
always seen the importance of this? 
The role of our community college is to meet adults at their educational level and 
provide the learning that prepares them to be productive in the workplace. That 
means using the tools available for their education and preparing them to use 
the tools in the workplace. Over the last half-century, those tools have become 
electronic-based technologies and electronic-controlled technologies

At each college I have been conscientious about planning and implementing 
technology to address all of the following:

• Technology as part of the student’s world and life skills
• Technology as a Job skill requirement —direct instruction
• Technology as a tool in instruction— learning strategies
• Technology to accomplish our business
A key element as a technology leader has been seeing the span of technology 

connections and selling that comprehensive approach to faculty and staff across 
the college. You used the word champion, but another way to think about it is 
as translator—translating for our college constituents between the college world 
they knew and those (scary) changes that were necessary for our students to be 
prepared for success.

When you launched The Technology Plan, a five-year 
vision for the full development of computing, technol-
ogy and telecommunication at St. Louis Community 
College in 1993, did you run up against any opposi-
tion? Was it embraced? 
Launching the Technology Plan in St. Louis Community College was a complex 
process. It started in teams with different focus, with each building the case for 
their own interests. Faculty in engineering and computer-use fields were looking 
eagerly for how to acquire the technology so we could prepare students for 
work—PCs, PLCs, robots, network gear, etc. A small group of faculty pioneers 
wanted support and equipment for technology to use in instruction, especially for 
online instruction.  

My job was to build groups around these champions and provide resources 
and fuel to keep them moving forward. This broadened the discussion beyond 
individual interests and built a team of leaders for technology. In this broader 
context we were able to add our information systems and telecommunications to 
discussion of our total needs.

The actual plan was a collaborative development, which brought together 
people connected to all the facets of technology. As such, they educated each 
other and learned together so each could advance their interests. The process 
was strategic, comprehensive and took a while to develop, but it belonged to 
a lot of participants across three full campuses, three educational sites and the 
administrative and training center. As it moved forward for approval and then 
implementation, it had major administrative and grassroots support. 

Even with all this, there were plenty of bumps in the road and difficult 
discussions about how to implement, but we got approval for funding and teams 
across the college designed and implemented many advances.

STEM education is another hot topic. American 
students are behind when it comes to Science, 
Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics studies. 
How can we turn things around? 
STEM is a hot topic for many reasons and as a math and physics teacher and 
former Engineering Dean, I have focused on it for decades.  What we know is that 
each year more jobs and career paths require math and science learning and as a 
nation we have not changed our student success in this area. In the 21st century 
world of global competition, this is a critical challenge for all of us.

Starting with the earliest experiences of children, we must make math, science 
and technology learning an engaging and interesting part of their learning so 
students develop intrinsic goals to study and understand STEM fields. We must 
advise students to continue to study in math and science to establish the basics 
and keep their career options open. MCCC and other community colleges must 
challenge our best students in STEM fields and support learning for those less 
prepared to open their options.  We are able to offer students small classes 
with personalized attention by experienced faculty, allowing students focused 
preparation in those STEM areas so students experience success and can develop 
the interest and passion to continue in STEM fields. 

Even as a STEM person, STEM is not enough. Students must be good learners, 
critical thinkers and have the basics, so the strength of our Liberal Arts programs 
adds strength and balance for our STEM students.  Our small classes with highly-
trained faculty provide excellent learning for the STEM and liberal arts courses. 
The best engineers and technologists also need to be able to read, write, and 
communicate clearly.

Mercer County Community College has a clear focus on STEM in our Educational 
Master Plan for program enhancement and expansion and in our Facilities Master 
Plan for laboratories and technical support. Upgrades and renovations in science 
laboratories is a major component of our higher education bond projects. With 
our workforce goals, MCCC is developing an Advanced Manufacturing program 
with a new laboratory facility. Our high quality science programs offer specialized 
Research projects and internships in local companies, which motivate students 
to prepare and excel in STEM fields. What is absolutely clear is that colleges and 
employers must collaborate to foster the STEM workforce of the future.

You’ve taught at both the high school level and col-
lege level, which gives you great insight into the 
daily grind of teachers. What do you think is one of 
the most important skills a teacher can have? And 
what do you think are the toughest challenges teach-
ers face today? 
I don’t like thinking of teaching as a daily grind, but it is a very challenging career. 
Many jobs depend on what the individual does so they control their own output; 
teaching is about shaping an environment and doing things that support how 
someone else learns. 

One of the most important lessons for teachers is to understand that everyone 
does not learn the same way, so successful teachers must include a variety of 
strategies and instructional approaches in their work with students. Some of 
those things are about personal connections and must be individual; others can 
benefit from wise use of technology and using today’s communication tools. 
The technology and instant communications today have vastly expanded the 
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variety of skills, knowledge and experience that students bring to 
our classroom—experiences vary more widely than before  and 
the wisdom to question widely available materials confounds the 
starting point. Teachers must keep learning and growing, with focus 
on where the students are and what is effective for student learning. 

Like our NJTC members find in their organizations, relevance for 
and connection to today’s world is essential. Where nothing is static, 
teachers must connect to the new requirements their graduates will 
face in order to prepare them. We are always juggling the essential 
basics for students with anticipating what specific skills will be 
necessary by the time our students reach the workforce. We really 
need good communications with employers and inclusion in the 
vision about what employers will need next, not just today.

In 2007, you came to NJ for the role of 
President of Mercer Community College. 
What attracted you to the school and to NJ? 
Mercer County Community College is a great college emphasizing 
high quality in learning and student success. MCCC has a long term 
reputation for being innovative.
I always use the interview process to interview the people and 
situation at a proposed college. I sensed quality, commitment and 
compassion of the people I met and felt this is an environment that 
indeed supports learning and student success.  

NJ has some great initiatives, like 
the Governor’s Council on Innovation 
Ecosystem, to help promote our great 
schools and our environment for businesses 
to grow. What do you think will help Jersey 
schools and ecosystem get more recognition 
nationally? 
New Jersey has many great initiatives that are built on having 
great people with the education to accomplish great things. Mercer 
is certainly focused on the ecosystem through our sustainability 
degree and certificate programs, our own conservation efforts and 
our solar energy system which will generate at least 70 percent of 
the energy for the West Windsor campus.  The Trustees voted to sign 
the American College and University President Climate Commitment 
and we continue to achieve new goals.

See Patricia Donohoe, page 14


