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D rew Matonak has spent 12 years build-
ing Hudson Valley Community Col-
lege as a resource for local employers.

The community college in Troy 
graduates dental hygienists, machinists, lathe 
operators and funeral directors into local 
businesses each year. It’s the second largest 
school in the Albany area, with 11,600 stu-
dents enrolled.

Matonak, the president of Hudson Valley and 
a graduate of Butler County Community College 
in Pennsylvania, oversaw $200 million in con-
struction projects that built up the 20-build-
ing, 120-acre campus. That includes a $47.4 mil-
lion, 100,000-square-foot Science Center, new 

administrative buildings, athletic facilities and 
satellite buildings.

Upgraded and new facilities attract quality 
students, he said.

“Hudson Valley has always, since the ear-
ly years, had a great reputation for educating 
people for the local workforce,” Matonak said. 
“We’ve always had a very strong reputation for 
quality programs, great faculty and staff. When 
I got here, my impression was exactly that, but 
our facilities did not match the quality of the 
institution we had.”

It’s all part of Matonak’s legacy. Hudson Val-
ley has added more than 20 programs since he 
started as president, all designed to meet the 

rapidly changing needs of the economy. He’s 
retiring next year.

“The role of community colleges has evolved,” 
Matonak said. “We’re very sophisticated and 
we’re very diverse colleges now. So looking at 
our programs — our programs cover the entire 
spectrum.”

Local employers rely on community colleges 
for their workforce. Four-year colleges and uni-
versities often struggle to find their identities, 
all while fighting enrollment declines and ris-
ing tuition.

Community colleges have found theirs — to 
fill local employers’ job needs through in-de-
mand and affordable certificate programs, 

THEIR PROGRAMS, 
OUR WORKFORCE

COVER STORY

Community colleges have been adding innovative degree programs and investing in their 
facilities. It’s a new identity — and it’s paying off for them and the area’s employers.

BY SHANNON SWEENEY  |  SSWEENEY@BIZJOURNALS.COM

DONNA ABBOTT-VLAHOS

Drew Matonak, president of 
Hudson Valley Community College.
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d e g r e e  p r o -
grams and path-
ways to four-year 
schools. There 
were more than 
25,000 total stu-
dents enrolled in 
Albany area com-
munity colleges 
during the fall.

Besides Hud-
son Valley, other local community col-
leges — including Schenectady County, 
Fulton-Montgomery, Columbia-Greene 
and Adirondack — are also focusing on 
their own certificate and degree pro-
grams that provide employers with 
skilled workers.

One of those employers is Chris Walsh, 
a dentist in Albany and adjunct professor 
at Hudson Valley. Walsh, as well as the 
region’s 269 other dentists, would have 
to travel two hours away to hire dental 
hygienists if it weren’t for Hudson Valley 
Community College’s program.

Walsh’s practice on Western Avenue 
employs five people, and two are Hud-
son Valley graduates.

The total number of dental hygien-
ists is more than double the number of 
dentists. There were 590 local dental 
hygienists as of May 2016, according to 

the Bureau of Labor Statistics.
The other closest dental hygiene 

programs are two hours away at 
Broome Community College, SUNY 
Orange or in New York City. There are 
11 total dental hygiene programs in 
New York, and 331 degree programs 
nationwide. Hudson Valley has a two-
year dental hygiene degree program 
and a certificate program in dental 
assisting.

Hudson Valley’s dental hygiene grad-
uates are hired at small private practices 
like Walsh’s and large organizations like 
Aspen Dental, which has eight offices in 
the Albany area. The program has a 100 
percent job placement rate. More than 
2,000 students have graduated from the 
dental hygiene program since it began 
in 1960.

Tammy Conway, a 1992 graduate of 
Hudson Valley’s dental hygiene pro-
gram, stayed at the college to become a 
full-time professor. She left her home 
two hours away in Stony Point, New 
York, specifically for Hudson Valley’s 
curriculum and dental clinic.

“What I knew when I came on cam-
pus is that it was the right fit for me,” 
Conway said. “It left a mark. I was very 
young, and I said, ‘This is the place where 
I can see myself being successful.’”

Chris Walsh
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A student works on a 
patient at HVCC’s dental 
hygiene program.

Seniors in the advanced manufacturing 
program at Hudson Valley Community 
College all had job offers a year before 
they graduated.

There are about 90 students enrolled 
in the advanced manufacturing program, 
Dave Larkin said. He’s a professor at the 
college who oversees the advanced 
manufacturing program.

“We’re the only game in town,” 
Larkin said. “We’re filling a need. There’s 
nowhere else you can go to get these 
people.”

Hudson Valley has produced 
hundreds of machinists and lathe 
operators. They can work at places like 
Simmons Machine Tool Corp., General 
Electric and Espey Mfg. and Electronics 
Corp. Many graduates start with a salary 
of $40,000 to $50,000, but end up 
earning close to $100,000 a year with 
overtime.

Local manufacturers struggle to 
fill jobs and turn to Hudson Valley for 
talent. The Albany area has added more 

manufacturing jobs over the past several 
years than any other metropolitan area in 
the state.

And although Hudson Valley helps 
close that gap, there is still a growing 
demand.

“We cannot supply enough of these 
people,” Larkin said. “Companies are not 
going to move in here if they don’t have 
a source of getting employees. Right 
now, our sources are limited.”

Hudson Valley is in the middle of a 
$3.25 million campaign to build a new 
advanced manufacturing center on 
campus. The college is looking to break 
ground on the new building next April 
and to complete it by August 2019, 
Larkin said.

The new facility would allow the 
college to expand its programs, Larkin 
said. In addition to expanding advanced 
manufacturing, the college would add 
certificate programs in technical sales 
and marketing, machine repair and first-
line supervision.

HUDSON VALLEY: WHERE THE NEXT GENERATION 
OF MANUFACTURING WORKERS ARE TAUGHT

Mark Gibson went 
to the University 
at Albany with 
the hopes of 
becoming a 
doctor. The cost 
of medical school, 
which could 
total more than 
$160,000, made 
him reconsider.

Instead, 
he took non-

credit classes at Schenectady County 
Community College to become certified 
as a nurse aide, a home health aide and 
in phlebotomy. He works as a certified 
nurse aide at Kingsway, an assisted living 
community in Schenectady.

“Those classes got me a full-time job, 
which is great,” Gibson said.

Gibson has a bachelor’s in biology. 
He’s going back to school in the fall for 
his nursing degree at Ellis Medicine’s 
Belanger School of Nursing.

Demand for nurses, particularly in 
home health care, is expected to grow 
by 2025.

The non-credit training helps students 
immediately enter the workforce or go 
on to a four-year school, said Christine 
Canavan, program coordinator for 
Health Profession Opportunity Grants at 
the college.

“The demand for home care workers, 
in particular, is huge,” Canavan said. 
“We’ve been strong in developing 
community health workers. A lot of those 
folks are culturally aware, they’re in the 
community, and they’re able to work in 
hospitals or do home visits and keep 
patients out of the hospital.”

There are other workforce 
development training programs at 
Schenectady County Community 

College, including business and 
community education. The workforce 
programs can lead to other degree 
programs or right into a job.

Craft brewing, another training 
program, leads to full-time employment 
at local breweries. There’s a certificate 
program, which costs $1,500, as well as 
an associate degree program.

The craft brewing program started 
when a group of brewers came together 
and said they had trouble finding trained 
employees. Fifteen craft breweries have 
opened in the area since 2011. Because 
of the shortage, local craft breweries 
fought for the same employees.

The programs allow the college to be 
more nimble to changes in workforce 
demands, said Denise Zieske, vice 
president for workforce development 
and community education.

“That’s something that’s nice on the 
workforce development side — the 
ability to modify, change and pivot when 
we need to,” Zieske said. “We want to 
focus on what the employer needs. 
That’s from both the credit and the non-
credit side. We can react more quickly.”

Both health care and craft brewing 
are two examples that are constantly 
adding new courses and programs. Craft 
brewing is adding a distillery module, 
and health care training recently added 
phlebotomy and electrocardiograph 
technician.

“When you think about craft brewing 
and health care, it’s not just one thing. 
It isn’t just a nurse or a doctor, or 
isn’t just someone who makes beer,” 
said Sarah Wilson-Sparrow, program 
coordinator. “There’s distribution, there’s 
administrative type things — there’s all 
different sorts of jobs in those sectors. 
We really try to give a broad scope of 
what someone can do.”

SCHENECTADY COUNTY: TRAINING PROGRAMS 
GO BEYOND CREDIT IN HEALTH CARE, BREWING

Mark Gibson
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Dave Larkin and 
student Nick Stack, 
at a CNC vertical 
milling machine.
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Chef Matt Bolton, 
culinary arts instructor 
at SUNY Adirondack.

We hope this original painting of the hills 
of Washington County inspires you to 

consider a new concept—the  
EXECUT IVE  HEALTH PROGRAM 

at Albany Medical Center, the only 
one of its kind in the region. Designed 
for busy executives, it offers a one-stop 
shop where you can tap into Albany 

Med’s extensive medical expertise—with 
the personal attention and setting more 

reminiscent of a fine hotel than a hospital. 

For more information or to schedule  
an appointment: (518) 262-1122 or  
www.amc.edu/executivehealth

For centuries, art has inspired 
behavior and opened the 

mind to new concepts.

RENT ONE TODAY! 
Adrenaline Free  
of Charge

Call 518-514-8547
XLR8SportsCars.com

Whether a night on the 
town or cruising the 
Adirondacks, drive in style 
with the Capital Region’s only 
Sports Car Rental Company.

MORNING 
EDITION

Sign up at 
bizj.us/drhbn

Be informed first thing each morning when 
you receive top business news from Albany 
Business Review and other media outlets.
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SUNY ADIRONDACK: 
SERVING UP LESSONS
Matt Bolton uses his 15 years of experience 
as an executive chef to prepare his culinary 
students for internships and jobs.

Bolton is an instructor of culinary arts at 
SUNY Adirondack. It’s a two-year associate 
program with classes in baking, sanitation, 
fine dining room service and food service 
management law. The school also offers a 
commercial cooking certificate.

There’s a student-run restaurant that 
runs during the fall and spring semesters, 
providing hands-on training.

Bolton uses input from local employers 
to train students for jobs at restaurants 
and hotels in Lake George, Queensbury 
and Bolton. That includes the Inn at 
Erlowest in Lake George, which has hired 
many SUNY Adirondack graduates.

“Most of our local restaurants reach out 
to us,” Bolton said. “I communicate closely 
with owners, managers and chefs to see 
what their needs are and what the students 
need to do before they get there.”

The courses train culinary students 
to be dietitians, managers of their own 
restaurants, bartenders and line cooks.

“There’s a lot of doors that open up 
for employment,” he said. “You don’t just 
have to be a chef.”

Most students who have graduated 
since Bolton took over the program in 
2014 have stayed in the region to work. 
Bolton said it’s a challenge to keep 
students local because areas like Lake 
George are seasonal destinations.

“I’m working hard to keep them in the 
area to fulfill our needs for employers,” 
Bolton said. “The hardest part is finding 
employees that will stay longer than a 
year or so.”
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FRIDAY, JUNE 16 
THE CENTURY HOUSE  |  7:30 A.M. 

JOIN US AS WE DISCUSS:
• Transforming campuses and curriculums at two-year colleges
• Responding to the rapidly-changing needs of the economy 
• Students who are seeking a more affordable and faster path to a 

well paying career 
• The connection of education to the business community

Register at bizj.us/1p5vb0 or call Kate at 518-640-6819
Receive a copy of the Schools Report 2017 with your ticket!

Last Chance!  
Event next week! 

THE REINVENTION OF THE COMMUNITY COLLEGE
EDUCATION
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Kristine Duffy, President, 
SUNY Adirondack

Dustin Swanger, President,  
Fulton-Montgomery Community 
College

Andrew Matonak, President,  
Hudson Valley Community 
College

Penny Haynes, Vice President, 
Academic Affairs, Schenectady 
County Community College 

Fulton-Montgomery Community College 
uses direct input from employers to 
shape its computer science curriculum.

Frank Yunker, a professor in the 
computer science department, said 
Fulton-Montgomery develops its 
curriculum by talking to employers about 
— and collecting data on — different job 
opportunities, demands and expectations.

“It’s a thorough process that ties us 
to the industries that we’re serving,” 
Yunker said. “We’re a community college. 
We’re looking to have local jobs for local 
people.”

Fulton-Montgomery has associate 
of applied science degree programs 
in computer information systems and 
computer networking. It’s adding a web 
and mobile app development degree 
this fall.

It also has an associate degree 
program in computer science meant for 
students who want to transfer to a four-
year school. The community college has 
transfer agreements with the University at 
Albany and College of Saint Rose, among 

others.
The jobs graduates can get are 

at companies like General Electric, 
Montgomery County Data Processing, 
Spectrum and GlobalFoundries. They’re 
hired as computer systems analysts, 
business intelligence analysts and 
software developers.

Jobs in software development are 
projected to grow 17 percent through 
2024, the Bureau of Labor Statistics 
predicts. The median income last year 
was above $100,000.

Projects for web and mobile app 
development are similar, said Julia 
Merritt, an instructor in the computer 
science department. That’s why the 
community college is starting a degree 
program this fall.

“People use mobile phones or 
mobile devices for money transactions, 
socialization, medical reasons, 
entertainment, music, photos, utilities,” 
Merritt said. “Over and over again, we 
saw the impact of mobile devices to 
human beings everywhere.”
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FULTON MONTGOMERY: TECH CURRICULUM 
RESPONDING TO WHAT EMPLOYERS WANT

COLUMBIA-GREENE: A PIPELINE OF NURSES  
FOR THE REGION’S HEALTH CARE CENTERS

DONNA ABBOTT-VLAHOS

GlobalFoundries in Malta is 
among the tech companies 
hiring FMCC graduates.

About 20 nurses from Columbia-Greene 
Community College are hired every year 
at Columbia Memorial Health.

The hired nurses are familiar with 
how Columbia Memorial works said 
Arlene Walch, education coordinator 
at Columbia Memorial. Walch is also an 
adjunct professor at Columbia-Greene.

“Because the majority of their 
clinicals are at Columbia Memorial, 
they are already much more successful 
than students from other schools who 
start here,” Walch said. “They know the 
equipment they use already.”

Columbia-Greene’s associate degree 
nursing program has a 90 percent 
employment rate, and a 100 percent 
employer satisfaction rate, according to 
2016 data. Their nurses are hired at other 
hospital systems like Albany Medical 
Center, as well as insurance companies 
and schools.

Nursing students at Columbia-Greene 
also do rotations in pediatrics and family 
care to prepare them for different areas 
of nursing.

The demand for nurses is projected to 
grow by 2025, according to the Center 
for Health Workforce Studies. This 
projection is in flux, though, because of 
rapid changes occurring in health care. DONNA ABBOTT-VLAHOS
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Albany Medical Center.

Columbia Memorial Health.


