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The Cultural Impact of Higher 
Education in Tompkins County

The quality-of-life benefits of  having three high-function-
ing campuses in one county can hardly be overstated.

•	Entertainment. The three institutions present a  
dozen main-stage theater productions each academic 
year, as well as hundreds of  musical concerts (from 
classical to hip-hop), dance concerts, film series, lec
tures, speeches, and in addition to their permanent 
collections, traveling exhibitions at Cornell’s Johnson 
Museum of Art and the Handwerker Gallery at IC. 
Most of  these opportunities are available to the public, 
many of  them free of  charge. Although the emphasis 
is on student achievement, there are frequent appear
ances by professional actors, musicians, artists, and 
filmmakers, enriching this small community with  
opportunities that are usually reserved for major U.S. 
metropolitan areas.

•	Sports. All three institutions have strong inter
collegiate athletic programs. Cornell competes in 
NCAA Division I and the Ivy League, with 36 varsity 
teams; tickets for the Cornell (the Big Red) hockey 
season are particularly sought-after by students and 

locals alike. IC (the Bombers) is a Division III school, 
with 24 varsity teams. TC3 (the Panthers) is part of  
the Mid-State Athletic Conference and the National 
Junior College Athletic Association and fields 10 
teams. Area residents are encouraged to attend games 
at little or no cost.

•	Discovery. Because its chief  industry is higher educa
tion, Tompkins County has the resources to provide  
a wealth of  opportunities for making learning a fun, 
family-oriented activity. Chief  among these is the 
Discovery Trail, a partnership between Cornell’s 
Laboratory of  Ornithology (birds and nature), Cornell 
Plantations (botany), the Johnson Art Museum, the 
Museum of  the Earth (geology), the Sciencenter 
(K-12 science), the History Center (local history),  
the Cayuga Nature Center (zoology), and the Tomp-
kins County Public Library. The Fuertes Observatory 
(astronomy) on the Cornell campus is open to local 
stargazers every clear Friday night. Budding entomol-
ogists and neurologists will enjoy a visit to the Cornell 
insect and brain collections, respectively.
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Higher Education in Tompkins 
County: Collaborations and  
Contributions

Student volunteers have been an important component of  
human services delivery in Tompkins County for more 
than a century, and faculty and staff  from all three 
institutions serve local non-profits of  every size and type. 
In myriad ways, large and small—from spending an 
afternoon chatting with senior citizens to raising compan-
ion dogs to participating in annual fundraising events such 
as Relay for Life and AIDS Ride for Life to planning 
full-scale programs that meet emerging needs in whole 
communities—they bring a wealth of  knowledge to bear 
on improving the quality of  life for area residents.

Examples include:

•	Access to College Education Program (ACE), a 
collaboration between Cornell, IC, TC3, and SUNY 
Cortland designed to area high school students with 
extra help preparing for college. Participating students 
spend time at all four schools learning about college 
life, academic majors, study skills, arts and entertain-
ment, and career opportunities after college.

•	Make a Difference Day. Each October more than a 
thousand Cornell and IC students spend a Saturday 
afternoon in the greater Ithaca community, building 
playgrounds, cleaning public areas, cooking in soup 
kitchens, and fundraising. About 50 nonprofit and 

public organizations benefit from the students’ efforts 
each year.

•	Local schools districts, community centers, and child 
care programs get regular infusions of  youthful 
energy as college students serve as teachers aides, 
tutors, and counselors; organize and run science fairs; 
and bring youngsters on campus to try out the 
facilities there. They hold fundraisers for local charity: 
for example, one of  Ithaca College’s two student 
radio stations, WVIC, does an annual 50-hour 
marathon to benefit agencies like the SPCA and Big 
Brother/Big Sister. Or they do one-time service, such 
as the Big Red football team trooping into an Ithaca 
elementary school to promote the love of  reading. 
Cornell students alone contributed nearly 200,000 
hours of  community service in 2007, most of  it in 
Tompkins County.

•	Ithaca Carshare is a rental program aimed at making it 
easier for people to get around town without having 
to own a car, thereby meeting their transportation 
needs while relieving local traffic and parking 
congestion. Specially-equipped cars are parked on the 
Cornell and IC campuses, where Carshare members 
can pick them up for quick errands or whole week-
ends, depending on their needs. It’s estimated that for 
every Carshare vehicle available, 15 cars come off  the 
road, as members realize they can make do without a 
primary or secondary vehicle.
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