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Pranee Sugnkatavat ’84
Thailand’s expert in higher education without borders

If there’s anyone who understands 
the concepts of “distance” and 

“education,” it’s Pranee Sugnkatavat ’84. 
As President at Sukhothai 

Thammathirat Open University 
(STOU) in Thailand — which boasts an 
enrollment of approximately 150,000 
students from across the country in 
addition to international students — 
she’s helped craft a model of distance 
learning. She mixes the methods of 
the traditional classroom experience 
with those provided by media and 
technology, providing a wealth of 
educational opportunities to an even 
more impressive range of students.

Her story has its origins nearly 
10,000 miles from Kansas State 
University at Thailand’s Chulalongkorn 
University, where she graduated at age 
19 with a bachelor’s degree in biology. 

Following a five-year stint as a high 
school teacher, Sugnkatavat knew she 
had a deeper calling to continue her 
journey — in America. And with only 
$500 in her pocket, she came to the 
U.S. with the goal of earning a master’s 
degree. She ended up earning two — 
both from Pittsburg State University, 
where she worked to support herself 
through school.

service through the Kansas National Guard 
before retiring. Survivors include a daughter 
and a son. 

Claude M. Howard Jr., Mission, Kan., 
March 24, 2011.  He worked for Kansas State 
Employment Service for 25 years. He coached 
little league sports for many years. Survivors 
include his wife, Eda M. Howard ’47, two 
daughters and two sons. 

Carl E. Johnson, Lake Havasu City, Ariz., 
March 17, 2011. He owned and operated J & 
M Trucking Co. for more than 20 years. Survi-
vors include his wife, Pauline Martin Johnson, 
two daughters and two sons. 

Jack Lowell Rieb, Goodland, Kan., April 
7, 2011. He was an independent businessman 
in St. Francis, Kan., for 42 years. Survivors 
include a daughter and two sons. 

Ross R. Spencer, Wichita, Kan., April 13, 
2011. He worked for Westinghouse Electric as 
a combustion turbine engineer for about 10 
years. He also worked for the Federal Aviation 
Administration as an aeronautical engineer 
for 31 years. Survivors include a daughter and 
a son.

49Roswell L. Cofran III, Topeka, Kan., 
Oct. 4, 2010. Survivors include two 

sons.
Everitt E. Fairbanks, Green Bay, Wis., Feb. 

21, 2011. He was a veteran of World War II, 
an aerospace space engineer and an inventor. 
Survivors include his wife, Mary Fairbanks, 
four daughters and three sons. 

Harriet A. Harlin, Barrington, Ill., Oct. 
30, 2010. She was a teacher for the Chicago 

School District and taught chemistry at Taft 
High School. Survivors include three nieces. 

◆  Wilbur E. Levering, Topeka, Kan., 
May 2, 2011. He worked as an agricultural 
extension agent for Elk & Shawnee counties 
for five years, a farm broadcaster for WIBW 
Radio & WIBW-TV for 12 years and an 
agricultural lending officer for Merchants 
National Bank and Peoples Bank for 22 years 
in Topeka. He also was K-State Alumni Assn. 
Golden K Club president. Survivors include 
his wife, Ina M. Levering, a daughter and a 
son. 

Vernon M. Neff, Lakin, Kan., April 1, 
2011. He farmed and ranched in the Menno 
community until his retirement. Survivors 
include his wife, Pauline Ramos Neff, a 
daughter and three sons. 

In 1981, she came to Manhattan, 
Kan., to pursue her Ph.D. in curriculum 
and instruction. She fell in love with 
“the small college town in the Midwest” 
where she could experience “the real 
America” and become embedded in 
its culture and language. She did it all 
while earning a sound education, one 
that set her on the path to return to her 

homeland and become a key figure in 
advancing educational opportunities 
in the country where her journey first 
started.

Since she’s been at STOU, 
Sugnkatavat has served as assistant 
to the president, vice president for 
educational services, vice president for 
academic affairs and now, president. 

And as the leader of Thailand’s only 
fully open university that employs the 
distance education system, she sees how 
two institutions separated by miles, 
language, culture and economics — 
among other factors — have far more in 
common than one might expect. 

“Many of the concepts I learned 
at K-State helped form the four main 
points of our mission at STOU: 
academics, research, educational 
services and tradition and culture,” she 
said. 

“I believe education should be 
borderless, regardless of the distance of 
our colleges,” Sugnkatavat said. “These 
institutions can learn from each other 
to pursue the greatest task of higher 
education: to build knowledge, and 
to give knowledge. K-State helped me 
understand this.”  

— Andrew Zender ’05

Pranee Sugnkatavat ’84, is president of a uni-

versity in Thailand with 150,000 students.
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