Gladys Varona-Lacey, Professor in the
Department of Modern Languages and Literatures

Ithaca College is proud to honor Gladys Varona-Lacey with the Faculty Excellence Award for 2010-2011.  

Annette Levine and Michael Richardson refer to Gladys in their nomination letter as a “core pillar” in the department but also as a “spark who incites us to innovate, challenging us to continuously reevaluate our methods and offerings.” 

While chair of the department for 10 of her 23 years at Ithaca College, Gladys’ leadership increased the number of tenure-track lines and added Arabian and Chinese to the course offerings.  She has also been a leader outside of her department.  Gladys was instrumental in getting two interdisciplinary programs approved, the Latin American Studies minor and the Certificate Program in International Business, and served as co-director of the former for its first seven years.  And her service extends beyond the college; she has most recently been asked to serve as Chair of the Curriculum Committee for IES Abroad.

Not surprisingly, her classes are also interdisciplinary, showing how literature, culture, history, and politics all relate, as Gladys writes, to give a “fuller understanding of [Spanish-speaking] nations and peoples, whether these people live in their native homelands or are displaced (by choice or necessity) in countries other than their own.” She says, “I make frequent cross-cultural comparisons between the Spanish and the English speaking worlds in order to challenge ingrained beliefs and approaches.  I consistently emphasize the importance of studying other cultures not only because this fosters tolerance and mutual respect, but also because it helps all develop a better understanding of who we are and how we might be better citizens of the world community.”  Because of the need for a “student-friendly” anthology, she published one – complete with “authors’ biographies as well as important historical, social, and literary movements that place the authors’ work in a specific framework.” 

But Gladys’ interdisciplinary approach isn’t the only aspect that is noteworthy about her teaching.  Gladys writes: “My approach to teaching is purposely eclectic.”  While teaching intellectually challenging courses, Gladys also guides her students to “discover the hidden creativity that many of them have.”  In her Latin American poetry class, for example, she has her students “write their own poetry in Spanish or translate their favorite English poems into Spanish.” She has similar creative projects in several of her other classes as well.  Gladys writes “Although some students at first approach such assigned “creative” class projects with considerable trepidation, typically by the end of the term they are all enthusiastic participants and proud of their work, which I put together as an anthology for them to read and comment on during the last day of class.”  Those are interesting assignments, right?  But wait – students don’t receive a score for these creative projects; the projects don’t even have a bearing on a student’s final grade!  Melody Zayas-Penya writes “She does not just stand in front of a class and transmit information; she lives it and wants us to feel it as intensely as she does.” Annette and Michael describe Gladys as “the Spanish section’s most sought after and most popular teacher.”  Even for 8am classes!

Although Gladys has contributed to Ithaca College and here scholarly community in so many ways, I like how one committee member described her: Gladys is a “Sun on the fourth floor and someone who cares greatly about colleagues and students.”

The Ithaca College community extends its congratulations and appreciation to Professor Varona-Lacey for her strong commitment to excellence in teaching, scholarship, and service. 
