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A5 WE BID FAREWELL TO PRESIDENT FENSTER, SHERYL WEINSTEIN, DIRECTOR
OF FUELIC RELATIONS, CALGHT LIFWITH HIM FOR THIS UP-CLOSE INTERVIEW,

Sheryl Weinstein (50.): NIIT is often considered a
school that transforms lives. What does that
mean? Why is it so important to you?

Saul K. Fenster (5.K.FE): Education s power. It
offers people an opportunity for fulfillment, for 4
Beetter Life, an opportunity o a better place o live
— things that parents want for their children, We
have many students hene who come from modest
circumstancess. Some come in threugh EOVE

| Educational Cpportunity Program|. magise
what it is te raise & fanaily at an income below
twenty-fve thoeusand dellars, and then when the
child from that family graduates and gets 5 job
making forty-five theusand dellars or fifty thou-
sand dollars and feels like and, in fact, is 8 profes-
sional. Thas is ennobling, It 1s empowerang and
truly transformational, not endy for that kid, but
for the whole Gy, [0is the beginmng of 2 new
Tistary for them,

S0 | understand you alse come from a poor fam-
ily. Canyou describe your uphringing?

SR L did andeed come from a poor Gamily,
measure] in dollars, | came from a amily with
hagh caltural values: people who were writers,
artists, seulpters and musicians, bt who b make
a livang, bad 1o work machine tools and so o, My

miother was a dressmaker, a garment worker, My
father was an upholsterer, Yes, we occasionally
experienced unemploviment insurance,

Dwient on 1o Ciny College, All of the kids there
camie from masdest circumistances, We were 3 very
competitive, high-achieving group of brash kads,
The point is that noy history there and the histories
of so many youngsters bere are almost identacal.
500 What inspired wou to become a professar?
SR Dalways sort of theught of mysefl as a
teacher, You know [ graduated college when | was
twenty and [ went aght out of e cassroom where
1 was learning and right into a Classroom where [
was Teachang, That transition was a searmbess one,
500 Did you have a mentor?

S There's no question: iy doctoral adviser,
Gordon Van Wylen Gordy and 1 had a wonderful
relatisenship. [ mamed noy son after lim, which is
pretiy felling. He s a deeply religions man, He was
a great influence in terms of sheer integrity. He
had an intesest in what you were doing, 1 had 2
couple of reugh spots and he was the kind of
person who would counsel roe. OF course, his faith
was 5o powerful; be taught by example. He had
miany children, but he also had foster children and
took in troubled children. Interestingly enough, he
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left the deanship of engineering at the University
of Michigan to becorme the president of Hogse
College, a church-affiliated school in Holland,
Michigan. He's a persen Ive admired all ooy life,
since the day | met him.

500 Was there anyone else who influenced you?
5.H.F.: Well, my paremts, of course, Samuel and
Rose Femster. They deserve a tremendous ameant
of credit. A lot of parental influence has got to de
with murturing in the home — things you don’t
really spend a lot of time discossing. My parents
had & high regard for education. These are people
wha, under different circumstances, would have
been highly educated im a Formal way, My mother,
for example, wrote novels in Yiddish. She was a
writer for the lewish newspapers, My father was a
selt-tanght painter, seulptor and musician. My
uncle was exditor of the Fermend. 1t goes badk to
enviromment.

500 Did you want to become a university presi-
dent, ar did it just happen?

S HF: 1 have always placed a high valoe on the
challenge and apportunity of leadership. And 1
think that being & teacher i a nsanifestation of
leadership. After all, if you're a teacher, you stand
i fromd of the Jdassroomm o nfluende, You'se not
there simply to take a bucket of knomwledpe and
poar it inte someone else’s head, To lead a group
of students who want to become intellectuals o
professionals, te encourage them to think deeply
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about a problem, to provoke discussion and 1o
comme up with solwtions — that's what a leader
does. That's what a university leader does. For me
this was & natural evolution, Shorthy after getting
my PhoD from the University of Michigan, T went
infe adiministration and it was just sort of a natu-
ral cimb from there.

S0 What's the valee of transferming this school
into a research university and why have you
pushied that so hard?
5K My vision when | camie here was really very
siimpde, Public podicy in g techinology-driven stabe
such as Mew Jersey cught to dictate that the state
have a agship aniversity like Rutgers, or the
University of Michigan, or the University of
Florida, e the University of Georgia, Al the same
time we should have a comprehensive fechnologi-
cal research univessity, Georgia Tech and
Undversity of Georgia is one nbvigus example of
this pairing.

The matching of a state Hagship university with
a sbate cormprehensive technoelogical university is a
mwsded that's very important in these states. [
theught this was a critically important model for
PMew Jersey. s really what [ wanted 10 accom-
plish.
500 Why have you been so invelved in the gity of
Hewark?
S M is an wrban sniversity. Urkan does
not only describss lecation, [ represents an organic
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relationship between an institution and it envi-
ronment. [F you are an urban wniversity and you
have the capacity to do good for the people and
commumity around you, then vou have an obliga-
tio b dio s Theere's a very dee conviction about
this noticen among oy colleagues on the Counl
for Higher Education in Mewark [C.H.EM.]. 1
think the chiel motivaion goes badk to the notien
thiat wee're educators and that we think education
is fransformational.

That is why NITT has dene so muoch i the pre-
college arca. Sometimes the programs help recruit
students to NI but that's mot why they exist
They exist because they change lives. 1 remember
one of the Kids from the Mewark school systen
When we tried to recruit him, he said, “Look, [
hiave the chance to go to the University of
Fittshurgh. T want to et out of the environment
in which ve spent my swhole " [ aan ander-
standd that. The peint is that our pre-college pro.
grans provided the opportunity for this young
man fo dde that. 1 am very proud of that.

OF conrse, the other aspect is that we want to
see more students coming into Mewark. Mewark is
a city in transformation and we want e have an
ervironment here where we atiract interest from
out-of-state,

S0 What experiente a8 president has been the
miast surprising and unexpected?

SE el 1 didn't expect to be here for twenty:
thiree vears, that's for swre. The job s so exciting,
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a0 challenging in many ways, Ome year grows inbo
another and hefore you know it vou've got two
dozen vears unaber vour belt,

50 What's next, personally, professionally -
hawe you thought about it?

&.0.F.: Yes, [ have thonght about it. I'm actually
guite irvalved on corperate boards and non-profit
beards. [ have been throughout nyy fenure bere at
MIIT. They're going bo occupy am increasing
armweunt of my time. And we'll spend a ket of fime
with our family, [ have nvo beautiful grandchil-
dren, wonderful children. Mitchell Fay is three, and
Samantha Rose s aix, [ want 1o take the oppaoriu-
mity to spend a litthe fime with them.

You know, ['ve worked nen-stop since the age of
siztern. That's a kot of years. [ don’t mind slowing
oy 4 lintle B, bat mot oo moch,

S0 What do you consider yaur legacy?

Sk What many dluming cherish and are araeed
at is the physical campus. 1t offers a sense of place
and quality of life, But more important to me ane
the praduates. We have something like thirty-five
thousand living graduates. We have about cighbeen
hundred graduates each year today. Multiply that
by twenty-thaee, allow for the fact that i the early
vears of my presidency, the number of vearly grad-
wates was a bit lower, and vou s6ll end up with
over twio thirds of all living alummi. That's the
legacy that ' most proud of. m
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