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Poverty was the condition of life for many farm families at the time Ella Cushman began her extension teaching in 

New York State in 1926, and this condition continued through the 1930’s. Miss Cushman brought to her teaching 

the conviction that farm families could be helped to recognize, use, and develop the resources they had to make 

their everyday life more satisfying, and that such activity would contribute to the improvement of their total way 

of life. Her ideas are finding renewed interest today, although now the concern centers on low-income families in 

our large metropolitan areas.

Although Miss Cushman came to Cornell as an extension instructor in clothing, a latent interest in organization and 

management was developed by Martha Van Rensselaer and Dexter Kimball while Miss Cushman was a graduate 

student in 1927-28. As chairman of Miss Cushman’s graduate committee, Miss Van Rensselaer encouraged the 

investigation of the organization of sewing centers as the subject of a Master’s thesis. Miss Van Rensselaer had a 

long-time interest in work organization and had written the first issue of the Cornell Reading Course for Farmers’ 

Wives, “Saving Steps,” in 1901. Dean Kimball, as a member of Miss Cushman’s committee, introduced her to 

scientific management in industry and to work-study methods which she used for her research. It was probably 

through her association with Dean Kimball that she met the Gilbreths.

During the spring of 1928, at the invitation of Dr. Lillian Gilbreth, Miss Cushman visited the Gilbreth Micromotion 

Laboratory in Montclair, New Jersey. She was eager to learn the method of analyzing micromotion films and to 

consider the possibilities of adapting this technique to the study of household tasks. This experience probably 

emphasized to Miss Cushman the importance of photographic records of work areas—a technique she used 

extensively in teaching. Her friendship with Mrs. Gilbreth continued through her lifetime as did her interest in 

the developments in industrial management. In 1952, Miss Cushman took part in a round-table discussion of 

“Management in the Home” at a program sponsored by the Washington Chapter of the Society for the Advancement 

of Management. She discussed principles of home management as illustrated through her experiences in many 

homes.

Ella Cushman was born in Akron, Ohio, in 1886. Because of family responsibilities, her college education was 

delayed, and it was not until 1915 that she graduated from Kent State Normal School. She obtained a B.S. degree 
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from Teachers College, Columbia University, in 1925. While Miss Cushman was studying for the M.S. degree, 

which she received from Cornell in 1928, she held the Mrs. Henry Morgenthau Fellowship.

Upon completion of her graduate study Miss Cushman was appointed extension instructor in economics of the 

household and household management. She was promoted to Extension Assistant Professor in 1935. During 

extension appointments Miss Cushman taught in the resident program for summer sessions in 1934-37 and also 

in the regular academic fall term of 1936-37. In 1938, Miss Cushman moved into resident teaching full time and 

was promoted to Associate Professor in 1941. She became a professor in 1950 and was named a Professor Emeritus, 

following her retirement in 1954.

In her many Cornell Extension bulletins and her book, Management in Homes, this teacher-author dealt with 

actual homes in which families lived. From the written words and the many photographs, homemakers and 

students gained insight into the ways in which differently situated families had achieved important goals in the 

face of varied obstacles.

Miss Cushman pioneered in such effective teaching methods as management conferences in homes and 

management tours of homes. Carloads of interested men and women joined the tours to see the improvements 

that families had made in their homes, to hear the family members describe the satisfactions they had gained 

from the intelligent use of their resources, and to return home with new ideas. Pictures of work areas in many of 

the thousands of homes in which she taught from 1928 to 1954 proved to have far-reaching value. They provided 

ideas to students, homemakers, and social workers in New York and other states, even foreign countries. Builders, 

carpenters, and manufacturers of household equipment put the new designs into mass production.

In Miss Cushman’s applications from industrial management, she never lost sight of individual values and goals of 

families and students with whom she worked. She was vitally interested in good methods of teaching. She had the 

courage to try methods that she originated, first in extension teaching and later in resident classes.

The presence in the Cornell community of her brother, Robert E. Cushman, now Professor of Government, 

Emeritus, and his family gave to Miss Cushman both pleasure and stimulation.

Mabel Rollins, Kathryn Walker, Elizabeth Wiegand
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