
A n  O r a l  H i s t o r y  O f  C o l u m b i a  C o l l e g e  C h i c a g o

J o a n  M c G r a t h

Today is May the 20th, 2004,
and this is an interview with Joan
McGrath. And she is the administra-
tive assistant to the chair of the film
and video department here at
Columbia College.

So i f  you  cou ld sta r t  by  t e l l ing us

when you  came to  Co lumbia  and

what the  c i r cumstances wer e

that b r ought you  her e .

I was looking for a job in 1996,
and I saw the ad in the Chicago
Tribune for an administrative assis-
tant to the provost and executive
vice president of Columbia
College. And it matched my quali-
fications perfectly. So I sent in a
resume and got an interview. When
I got the interview I then started
thinking of people that I knew that
had some relation with Columbia,
and I knew Eric May from the pub
crawl that we go on. So I called
him and got some information
about the college and its history
and its mission. So I felt better
prepared to go there.

And what were  some o f  the

i m p r essions  you had o f  Co lumbia

b e f o re  you  t a lked  t o Er ic ,  and

what ki nd  o f  th ings  d id  he  te l l

you?  What  image d id  you  have

aga in  be fo r e  the  actua l  in te r v i e w

p ro c e s s ?

Well, my, I guess my impressions
were mostly formed by the people I
knew that had a relationship with
the college. And I knew Teresa
Prodos who was a part timer then.
I worked at “In These Times” so I
knew her husband Joel. And I took
conversational Spanish from her,
and I knew she was a really nice
person. And I knew Eric. And they

were progressive people, people
who were really involved in the
world. And a friend of mine from
UIC had taught here. So I mean
just, that’s really—oh, there was a
woman I met on the train who’s in
the fashion design department.
And I used to talk to her and she
liked it here. So it was just, that
was all I really knew about the
place.

And who did  you  in te r v iew with?

I interviewed with Bert Gall.

Give  your  f i rst  impr ess ions  o f

B e r t  Gal l .

Oh, boy. Gosh, that’s—well, he was
sitting behind his desk. And he
had, he didn’t have long hair then.
But he was smoking of course. And
he was a very, very friendly, nice
person to talk to. And it was, it
was, I just really felt like it went
well. I wasn’t nervous. He told me
some things about the college, and
I told him things about my, why I
thought I would work well there.
And yeah, that’s as far as I remem-
ber. It was almost eight years ago.
But yeah, I had a pretty positive
impression. I mean the office was a
mess, and that didn’t change much.

Was the  j ob  what you expected ,

and  can  you  just  descr ibe  i t?

Well, I think I thought I was going
to be doing more, I remember him
saying that there would be summa-
rizing of articles, reading things,
summarizing things for him. And I
don’t remember that ever happen-
ing. It was always, it was such a
busy place. It was, he was the
provost and the executive vice pres-
ident, so every academic issue came
through him and every facilities
issue, space issue came through

him. So basically you had every-
body in the college who needed
anything was calling that office and
trying to get an appointment with
him or trying to get an answer
from him.

There were about four phone lines.
And I was, Susan Babick had her
office and she did her things that
were kind of, sort of related but
sort of separate. And then I was
kind of the receptionist, the secre-
tary and the administrative assis-
tant. So actually doing assistant
type work never came to happen. I
was much too busy for that kind of
thing. So, but what was happening?
You know, calls for the toilets
blocked up or someone stuck in an
elevator, those sort of things. There
were calls for people wanting him
to buy property. There were calls
from trustees. There were calls
from attorneys. There were calls
from the press. I mean it was just,
he was in such demand.
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And then there were also all the
academic issues. So any policy kind
of things people had to meet with
him. He was on academic affairs.
He was on, he had so many meet-
ings, him and Caroline Latta. And
she was the academic dean then.
And Bert and Caroline were
constantly, you know, running
from place to place. Sometimes I
would make—and this was before
the days of palm pilots and, you
know, even e-mail. I don’t even
think we had e-mail then. So there
was a lot of just calling around,
running around. Deborah Coney
and I worked really closely trying
to get Caroline and Bert to, you
know, to everything, and they
always had to do things together.
They had to interview all full time
faculty hires. I mean there was just
an incredible demand on their
time. And so it was, it was busy.

Did  someone have your  pos i t ion

b e f o r e,  or  was  your  posi t ion

c r eated  in  ’96 when you  came

o n b o a r d ?

Oh, no, there were people that—I
mean Deb McGrath had this posi-
tion. Susan Babick had this posi-
tion. There were others. There were
others.

Did  they bur n out?  I  mean I ’m

jus t  t r ying  t o get—

Some I think didn’t last a day. So I
heard that there were a lot of
people that—

I  can  imagine . Was i t  exci t ing,  o r

was i t ,  you  know,  what—

It was, it was my dream job really. I
got to try to help people all the
time. People would call with a
problem. I’d try to fix it. And
because of the office I was in I had
the power to pick up the phone
and direct somebody to go take

care of a problem. So I don’t think
I ever had so much power or
authority in a place. And Bert was
always just get it done, just figure
out how to do it and get it done.
So he really encouraged initiative. I
was, there were a lot of things I had
to find out other things from other
people before I could do it. But
that was the nature of it, just okay,
get to the bottom of how, what it
takes to make this happen. And
that was great. And I had so many
interesting people coming into my
office. It wasn’t my office. It was
just a big room, you know. But
they would sit and wait for Bert,
and I would talk to them. And I
got to meet chairs and faculty and
stuff and pretty much everybody.
And it was, it was delightful. I
thought I had just gone to, just
found the best possible place to
work.

And d id  t he  job  change o r  evo lve

or  d id  Ber t ’ s  of f ice  and  r o les ,  d id

they  change whi le  you  worked  fo r

him at  a l l ,  o r  di d i t  p rett y much

stay  t he same?

It pretty much stayed the same for
a while. I did get, I did mange to
let him, or convince him to let me
hire a grad student. And then for a
while I had R. T. Ayapa who was a
student from India who was taking,
she was a graduate student in dance
movement therapy. And she was
my godsend for about a year when
she worked there. So that was a
change sort of.

And you asked fo r  that  because

of  t he work  l oad  or  just  the

demands  on  t he  o f f i c e ?

I begged. I begged. I mean we were
understaffed in that job as you
could imagine. And so I was pretty
much always trying to get—

And what  d id  you  want,  o r  what

did  she  end  up  do ing  t hat  woul d

re l ieve  you to  do  mor e  o f  what?

She helped me with the travel,
because the other thing I did was
ticket, any air travel for anybody
who was going anywhere. So that
was just a—and when I started
they had switched from the woman
who had been doing the travel for a
long time, and they went to this
place that had promised them
more. And it was a disaster. Those
people were incompetent. And at
the time I was actually calling
people back and forth with, well,
we have this time, you know, the
plane could leave at this time. And
they’d say, well, can you see if
there’s something a little later than
that. And I, I mean it was just so
time consuming to do that. And it
was because these people were
idiots, the travel agent that we went
to. And eventually after about a
year I did convince them to go
back to Martha Scott who was,
who we used, we had used her for
about 12 years and then we came
back to her. Because she knew the
college and she, you could actually
tell someone, well, call Martha and
set it up yourself. And I just did
the authorizing and things like
that.

But there were, there were things
that really weren’t working as they
should. And it sometimes takes a
while to change things, even
though it’s clear that they are not
working. So R. T. would, she did
the travel a lot for me. So that
helped.

And what  wou ld  you say  was  your

favor i t e  par t  of  t he  job?

The people, meeting the people.
The building service guys were like
family. We were—if you called
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them to do something you knew
they were taking care of it. I cannot
say enough about L. D. and all his
crew. Just dedicated, stayed till it
got done, came in on weekends. I
loved those guys. And they’d all
come in and say good morning to
you. They’d all, you know, they
were, they were just a delight to
work with. And when I did leave I
really, I mean there were other
people too, you know, that I, that I
missed, Deborah Coney for one.
But just not having them every day
in my life, that was a hard, a hard
adjustment.

T h a t ’ s  inte rest ing because  not

m a n y,  I  t hink  t hey ’ re  k ind  o f  l ike

the  unsung  her oes  o r  t he behi nd

the  scenes  peop le  t hat  most of

us  don ’t  see  and  don ’ t  get  any

r ecogn it ion .  Ar e most of  t hem

st i l l  he re ,  o r  ( i n a u d i b l e ) y o u

m e n t i o n e d ?

A lot of them are still here, Richard
Woods and Mark Gonzalez. Well,
Brady retired. Warren, he was with
ABM, and he had a stroke and had
to go on disability. I can’t even
name them all. They’re all, you
know, there’s so many of them. But
one of the things that happened
when I was working there was we
doubled our buildings.

Right,  that  was  my  next quest ion.

Yeah. And we didn’t double the
people working. So, well, Irv was,
he was out at the dance center.
They’d have to go—the dance
center was down on Sheridan. So I
mean there was just a lot of, a lot
of ground to cover. And then even
more ground to cover.

Can you  speak  a  l i t t le b i t  mor e to

that,  about the  acqui s i t i ons  o f

t he  bui ldi ngs and your  o f f i c e

oversee ing that?  And a lso  t hat

they wer e  u l t imate ly,  they  had  t o

be  re t r o f i t ted  f or  a  co l lege ,

r i g h t ?

Right.

What cha l lenges  and  k ind o f

o rganizat ion  was  needed with

t h a t ?

Well, I wasn’t in on the construc-
tion meetings, which Bert had on
his calendar every Tuesday morn-
ing. And people like Gary Brown,
the general contractor, and Michael
Aronson, the architect, and every-
body that worked under them, and
L. D., would meet every Tuesday
morning. And they would plan,
you know, they would, they would
go over what had to be done.

When I started I remember the
construction project that was
happening was the second floor of
600, so the area that is now the
museum and the graduate center,
the graduate office and the fresh-
men seminar. So that was, you
know, that was what was under
construction. And we bought, let’s
see, maybe the music building. 10,
1014 South Michigan was the
school, the Sherwood School of
Music, so we bought that. And
then they renovated that. Oh, my
goodness, there were, there were all
sorts of issues with that. I think
they had old sheet music for—they
had so much old sheet music in
that place.

That they  jus t  l ef t .

That they just left. And I think
they even had like some storage
areas on the roof. And when L. D.
opened it it was just filled with
more sheet music. And then deal-
ing with people who are moving,
you know, moving is a very stress-
ful thing. So we had to deal with
tenants a lot. We had tenants call-
ing. So let’s see, we had already, we
owned 600, 624, 623, 72 East

11th, the dorms, 70, 731, we didn’t
own the Congress yet, and the
dance center. I think we had six
buildings. And then we bought the
1014 South Michigan, which is
now the music building, 1306
South Michigan, sold the dance
center, bought the dance center,
1415 South Wabash, which is the
directing stages, 1104 which was
the Ludding, is the Luddington
Building, which I think Bert had
his eye on for a real long time. He
was just waiting for it to be, you
know, the right time. Then Buddy
Guys got donated to us. We were
renting 33 East Congress, and then
some things happened that caused
us to have to buy it. And then the
hostel that’s across the street from
the Congress building, we have the
two floors of that. Is there anything
else? I think that’s—and the book
and paper center was at 218
Wabash, and they moved to the
Luddington. And everything
shifted around. And it was, it was
just like a big domino, you know.
You change one thing and then
somebody else would change. And
it was sort of a backward domino.

But, and dealing with tenants was
really, could be comical, could be
difficult. Buddy Guys had the fish
hut. Do you remember that?

N o .

Did you ever eat there?

N o .

There was a little, a little restaurant
in there that people ate at. And it
was probably not safe to eat in it,
but I ate there and it was good.
They had, the guy had gumbo. He
was from Louisiana. He was a real
nice old guy. And we felt real bad,
you know, to kick him out. But the
city wanted him out because of
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building violations. And there was
a florist. There was a church in that
building, and Bert wanted to try to
relocate the, he would try to find
people other places. So it was, there
was a lot going on.

Any  eg reg ious m is takes that  you

cou ld  ta lk  about?  Or  I  don ’ t

k n o w,  jus t  anyth ing that  wou ldn ’t

necessar i ly  be  common knowl -

edge  but  jus t  was l ike  a  huge

headache that  was unexpected?

Oh, boy, let me think. I’m going
from building to building.
Unexpected. I can’t think of
anything. I mean just—

The r oo fs d idn ’ t  co l l apse o r  t he

wal ls d idn ’t  fa l l  down when you

leaned on  them or  noth ing  that ,

you  know,  the  lemons that—

I’m sure there were lemons. I mean
I don’t if, I don’t know whether we
would have bought 33 East
Congress if we didn’t have to. I
don’t know.

Why di d we have  to?

We were renting it, and we had put
a lot of money into that. And then
they had to sell it. And so it was
sort of like, you know—

To lose  t hat  wou ld  have  been

( i n a u d i b l e . )

Yeah, yeah. And no, I don’t know. I
mean there were always things that,
you know, people wanted to stay
longer than you wanted them to.
So there were those kind of things.
I’m sure there’s people that know
those things, but I don’t.

How long  d id  you  work fo r  Ber t ?

About four years.

And can  you  ta lk about when you

le f t  and  why  you  le f t?

Well, I had been trying to make
changes to the office, such as
staffing levels. And certain things

kept coming up about, you know,
not having enough help. And the,
while I was working there the part
time faculty decided to form a
union. And a lot of, I mean it was
so much work because it was all, a
lot of it was coming through our
office. And I mean at the time we
had a copy machine that hardly
even worked, and it only could do
one page at a time. And, you know,
I’m supposed to be sending out all
these letters. And it was just frus-
trating. It was, it was kind of a
frustrating place to work, because it
was so important and yet some of
the resources and the people
weren’t, you know, it wasn’t, I
wasn’t being listened to. And some-
times I was. Sometimes I got my, I
got my way.

But first that, and then the presi-
dential search. And that also all
came through our office. So in
addition to all the other stuff I was
doing, there were these major kind
of things that I had to—

In  add i t ion  to  your—

In addition to my workload with
really no—Bert did let me hire a
temp to help with some of the
stuff, but it’s just not the same. You
need to have someone who is
accountable and responsible. So
anyway, with the search I just,
there were a lot of challenging
personalities on the fifth floor. And
there were, I would say there’s sort
of an unequalness sometimes that
some people have to work harder
than other people. And for the
presidential search everything that I
had been complaining about for
four years sort of happened in one
event. And I realized that if I
continued to stay there that I was
just, you know, a hypocrite. And

that I would have to stop, you
know, just stop complaining. It was
like you’re either going to do this
forever or you’re going to draw the
line. And so I drew the line, and I
gave my notice. And I told him
exactly what, you know, what the
things there. And then I left.

And that was  the  search  to  f ind a

rep lacement  f o r John Duf f .

Exactly.

O k a y. So  that ’ s ar ound ,  is  that

2 0 0 0 ?

Yeah, March, March of 2000.

I  just  want to  fo l low up  on  one

other  th ing,  and  cor r ect  me i f  I ’m

w rong . When the  par t  t ime

facu lty  was o rgani z ing  and  work-

ing  ve r y  hard  to  un ion ize ,  the

admin istrat i on  was  not  in  f avor  o f

t h a t .

Right.

We re  you  t or n,  o r  I  don ’ t  know, I

mean were  you  worki ng  on  the

side  o f  oppos ing the  un ion  as  the

admin istrat i ve  assi stant in  t he

p rovos t  and  v ice  p r e s i d e n t ’s

o f f ice ,  o r d id  you  feel  that?  Or

was  i t  just  s imp ly  that  t hi s was

so  much work  be ing put on  your

l a p ?

No, I mean I have worked in law
firms in the past. I’ve worked for
lawyers a lot. And so you have to
kind of have sort of a, you can’t
take these things real personally
because it’s the way things are. And
you kind of have to just make the
best of it. So I mean I, I was
surprised that the college fought it
as much because everybody knew
how poorly paid the part time
faculty were. But I just kind of, you
know, I’d take their phone calls. I’d
give their messages. I was just
pleasant to them. That’s all I could
do was really be, I was the go-
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between. I was the conduit. And so
even though I’d be dealing—and
this is true not only of the part
time faculty situation, but also
pretty much anything. There
would be people who were angry at
Bert, and I was the person that
they yelled at. And then I would,
you know, pass that along to him.
And he would, you know, I mean I
was just the go-between and I facil-
itated communication between
parties. And I didn’t, you know, I
didn’t really take sides. I might
have had an opinion, but that
really wasn’t my role in that office.

So what d id  you do  when you

l e f t ?

What did I do. I took a sabbatical
as I call it. I recovered from too
much and a lot of emotional stress.
It was really, I felt like I was on the
verge of a breakdown, so I took
some time to heal. My parents were
having their 50th wedding anniver-
sary party, and there’s all the stuff
that comes up with those kind of
family events. And so I wanted to
make sure I devoted the time and
energy that was needed to deal
with all the dysfunctional family
stuff.

I was very happy that Ralph Nader
was running for president, so I
helped work, I worked for him. I
did volunteer work passing out
flyers and things. I taught, I used
to teach English as a second
language. I was a volunteer. And
my Tibetan friend wanted to learn
how to drive, so I took her to
Graceland Cemetery and we drove
around the cemetery. And she
eventually got her license, but not
with me because I didn’t have the
heart for the driver’s ed after about
a couple months. I think I did
some writing and gardening and
just recovered.

And how long was  th is sabbat i -

c a l ?

I think it was about eight months.

O k a y.  E ight  months . And  t hen  why

di d you re t u rn?  What were  those

c i rcumstances  on  your  second

coming to  Co lumbia?

Well, I never wanted to leave
Columbia. And so people would
say to me, well, what are you going
to do? And I said I’m going to
come back, you know, when the
time is right. I never had any inten-
tion of looking for any other job
because I love this place. So I just,
there really wasn’t anything for me
at the time. And timing is impor-
tant. And plus, I mean I knew a lot
about the different areas, and I
wasn’t going to just go anywhere,
you know. I had some, I had some
things that were important to me.
And I had decided by this time
that I wanted to get out of the
administration because it was
insane to work there. And it was
too much like working at a law
firm, the, you know, just the
demands, and things have to be
done so quickly. And I wanted to
get to an academic department.
And so a lot of them—and I came
into administration making a little
more money than when you are
hired into an academic department.
And so not everyone could pay my
salary either. So there were consid-
erations.

So I just laid and I had some
communications with different
people who called me to see if I
was interested. And sometimes I
was interested but not ready. And
sometimes I was, you know, well, it
actually worked out pretty well.
When something, when film came

along I was pretty much, maybe I,
I could have probably stayed off
another couple months, but I came
back because they needed some-
body.

I t ’s  in te r es t ing  because at  the

moment there ’ s a  lo t  o f  peop le  at

Col umbia  at  whatever  l eve l  that

a re  f ea r fu l  o f  hav ing  a job  and—

so i t ’s  k ind  o f  r isky  t o  leave the

pl ace  that  you  want to  s tay at .

It wasn’t so risky then. I mean I
had a good reputation. And it was,
and they, they tried to place people
that were good workers. And so—

Has  that  changed?

It’s hard to say. I don’t know how
hard people work to place the
people who have left. There’s some
things happening, coming up that
we’ll see what the commitment is
on the college to keep good people.
But I think a lot of times it’s an
individual case by case basis. But
back then I think they really, really
tried to keep people. It was like a
family, you know. And if someone
didn’t, you know, if there were
personality problems in one area
they’d move people to another area.
So I thought it was commonplace.

When you  ta lked  about that  you

love  Co lumbia  and  t hi s is  wher e

you  be long , can  you  be  a  l i t t le

m o re  spec i f i c o r  ta lk  about what

i t  is ,  was about the  co l lege that

you  wer e n ’ t  rea l ly  l eav ing the

co l l ege  as  much as  a  s i t uat ion

that got  unhea lthy  o r  t oo burd e n -

s o m e .

Well, I had worked a lot in corpo-
rate, in the corporate world, and I
didn’t really like that environment
so much. When I came here I
couldn’t believe how intelligent and
tolerant, diverse, great, great senses
of humor. I mean so many funny
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people, so many caring people in
one place. And it was just, maybe it
was the office I worked at. But
people helped me out all the time.
And I helped people out all the
time, you know. So it was just this
real—there’s always the stereotype
of people who, you know, you can’t
get them to do anything. I didn’t
find that here, you know. I just, I
found people that were dedicated
who wanted to make things work
for the students and whatever it
took to get that done they did it.
And so when you find a place like
that you don’t really, for me that’s
just something you don’t leave, you
know, on a whim.

There’s more. I’m trying to think.
The benefits were great, you know,
back when we had the pension
plan that we used to have. The
salaries, you know, the pay wasn’t
great, but there was a, you can be
yourself here. You can just really
not put on any airs. People
accepted you. I felt accepted, even
though I have my, you know, my
faults. People sort of, I mean I
always felt Bert really encouraged
my strengths and tolerated my
weaknesses. And I just, I just know
there was a lot of quirky people,
and everybody was like, oh, that’s
just a quirky person, you know.
And that was okay for people to be
who they were.

When you  l ef t  the  p ro v o s t ’ s

o f f ice  was  he  surp ri sed  o r  was  he

h u r t?  I  mean I  don’ t  know i f  you

want t o ta lk  about t hat .  I  mean

you  said  that  you  had  vo iced  your

feel i ngs many  t imes  over.

I had. And actually when you said
the provost’s office, I forgot to say
that the one thing that changed in
my tenure with Bert was that Dr.
Duff removed his tenure duties
from him, because I think it was to

do with the NCA recommendation
that too much was coming through
our office. And so that was really
difficult for him, a difficult period.
And it was about the time I was
going to quit the first time. And I
didn’t feel I could at that point
because, you know, it was a tough
time. So I ended up staying for
about another nine months or so.
And the sad thing for me was that
he had just agreed to get me help.
And when the provost’s duties were
taken from him, or removed, or I
don’t know what the official term
was but, you know, the deal, all
deals were off. And so it was, so
then I had to stay. Then I was just
kind of trying to figure out, you
know, when things were okay
enough for me to, you know. And I
stayed. And there were a lot of
good times. I mean there were, it
was a really, at time it was hell, but
it was so much fun too, you know,
all that activity. And people were,
people could say what was on their
mind. You’d have arguments, but
you would laugh about it, you
know. You could voice dissent. It
was, you know, it was a great envi-
ronment to just say what was on
your mind.

So then, you know, for the last, for
the last nine months or so that I
worked for Bert he was the execu-
tive vice president. And when I
gave him my notice he pretty much
pretended like I hadn’t. So—

He was  i n deni al  as they  say.

He was in denial, yeah, yeah. And
Joyce Fulgium who was the presi-
dent’s assistant, President Duff ’s
assistant, she threw a little party for
me. And I mean he, even like my
last day I think he thought that I

was kidding, or that I wouldn’t go
through with it or something. And,
you know, I mean it was sad. It was
difficult all the way around.

So when you  came back  who d id

you  work f or?  Who h i r ed  you  the

second t ime?

The second time when I came to
the film department Michael
Rabiger was the chair. And Ric
Cokin was the assistant chair, and
Eileen Cokin, they were married
then, was the assistant to the chair.
And she had too much. And so
they split her job into two jobs.
And so I took the assistant to the
job portion, and she took a bunch
of the work with the budgets and
everything. And so they had some
input into it, but then I was hired
by Michael Rabiger, who was retir-
ing at the end of that year.

And you knew that .

I knew that.

But  never the less you ’r e  go ing

f rom the  execut ive  v ice  p r e s i -

d e n t ’s  o f f ice  t o ,  you  sa id  you

wanted  to move  to  the  academic

side , but  t o the  l ar ges t  depar t -

m e n t ?

And I was worried about that
because, you know, I didn’t want to
feel like I was drowning all the
time, which was what I felt like in
Bert’s office. And so I had talked to
Eileen and Ric about that, you
know, and they said oh, you’ll be
fine, you know, we’ll train you.
There’s no training here, you know.
It’s baptism by fire.

So, you know, I was concerned
about it, but it was, it was a brand
new building, a beautiful building.
And it was, you know, I knew
some of the faculty and the staff
there. I thought that it was going
to be a great place. And so, you
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know, it was, I made the commit-
ment that I would help with the
transition, because I was concerned
whether I could handle it. And so
it’s important to have somebody,
you know, for that. So I made it
through the year with Michael
Rabiger, and then Bruce Sheridan
was hired. And during—

So th rough the sear ch  too .

Through the whole search. And in
fact, I mean I had to run, coordi-
nate the chair search, and I had to
coordinate eight, we were looking
for eight faculty, full time faculty
during that year. And so it was just,
it was just a crazy time. And I just
had to, you know, make it up or
look in the file and see what letters
were sent out before and just kind
of try to, try to make it happen. It
was a lot of work.

One time I came in over the week-
end and scheduled because they
needed—it was a time, we were
being pressured to hire by a certain
point too, by a certain time or we
would lose the positions, which,
you know, wasn’t a very good way
to do it. But, and I scheduled, I
had to schedule like 15 phone
interviews the next week with the
people on the search committee
and these, you know, candidates.
And it was, it was just crazy.

F rom a l l  over.

From all over the country, consid-
ering the time zones.

And outside  t he cont inent  too .

There were some, yeah, there was
somebody from Australia. So it
was, there was a lot.

Can you , I  don’ t  know i f  you

wou ld  even want  to ,  but  was  i t ,

was i t  as in tense  o r  near ly  as

in tense  as  the  search  fo r  the

p resident o f  the  co l lege ,  you

k n o w, f r om your  perspect ive?  Yo u

w e re  say ing  ear l ie r  t hat ,  you

k n o w, that  was par t  o f  t he

t u rmoi l  too  when you  le f t  the

execut ive  v ice  p r e s i d e n t ’s  o f f i c e .

Well, the thing with the chair
search is I didn’t actually coordinate
the chair search. That was coordi-
nated at, you know, the presidential
or the provost level. But I had to
deal with all the constituencies
in—so it was sort of the same thing
at a smaller level. Like, you know,
with the presidential search I had
to set up all these town meetings
with, you know, part timers and
staffers and faculty. And he had to
meet (inaudible), the two candi-
dates had to meet, you know, with
all these different people. So you
had to set that up.

In the department level I just had
to do that for the department. So
they were taking care of them
meeting, you know, the dean and
the provost and all that. So, but it
was intense. And, you know, I was
new, you know. And so I didn’t
have a lot of, I didn’t have much
know-how. I didn’t, you know. It
was, it was intense I guess in
another way because I wasn’t as
confident as I was in the other, the
other thing. But it went okay.

You must have—maybe you  can

te l l  me th is.  Do  you  have  a  lo t

m o r e contact  w ith  students work -

ing in  the  f i lm  depar tment than

you  di d fo r  Ber t?  Or  d id  you

h a v e —

Yeah, I would say absolutely. I did
have contact with students in Bert’s
office, but they were usually people
that didn’t get their way, you know,
all the way through. And so they
were usually disgruntled or needed
some extra, I mean sometimes you

had to diffuse, you know, situa-
tions. And sometimes they were
going to be told no, you know,
after taking it all the way up.

Was Ber t  good  at  t hat?

Yeah. But Bert really, he tried to
do, he really tried to accommodate
students. And, you know, even in
the film department, the ideal is to
get people who are better, you
know, more equipped to handle the
problem before they have to see
someone higher up, you know. So
you always try to solve the problem
at a lower level. But, you know, if
the person has been told no by, you
know, ten different people and
they’re still there, chances are Bert
is not going to tell them yes. And if
he does then everybody, the other
ten are going to be angry, you
know. They’re going to be like, you
know, what do we have roles for,
you know. So yeah, they were,
that’s the kind of student I saw.

But then we had the recycling, the
students who wanted to run the
recycling program. And so I had
contact with those students.

W h a t ’s  t hat?

Oh, the blue bins that you see
around. We never recycled
anything before, but Joanne
Harding, and I would really be
remiss if I didn’t mention her, she
used to, she works in the executive
vice president’s office. She used to
be the building manager of this
building, 624, when Bert bought
it. And so he saw, you know, saw
that she was a jewel and convinced
her to come work for Columbia.
So she works in Bert’s office, in
what used to be Bert’s office part
time because she’s raising her kids,
and does everything with elevators
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and, you know, licenses with the
city and unions and, you know, all
that sort of important paperwork
kind of stuff. And so she deals with
Flood Brothers and the, you know,
garbage companies. And so the
kids, some kids came to her and
said we want to recycle. And the
college didn’t have a recycling
program. And so she helped facili-
tate them setting up where they
would put, for paper. And I think
they tried cans, but cans didn’t
really work, but paper mostly. And
so they go around and they
empty—

( I n a u d i b l e ) h u g e . )

Yeah. So that was out of that office
as well.

So what do  you  th ink a re  in  the

f i lm depar tment,  the  l ar g e s t

d e p a r tment,  the  issues  faci ng

s tudents  t oday?  What do  you

th ink  a r e the  most  impor t a n t

issues that  they  have  to  dea l

w ith  o r st rugg le  w it h?

It’s a lot of work getting their
degrees, getting, being able to pay
for their schooling. I think it’s just
so expensive now to go to college
and to try to work and be, do a full
time load. A lot of them struggle
with that. Of course all the
students that come to film, there’s
about 1,800 students in that
department, they want to get their
hands on a camera immediately.
And so there’s classes that, you
know, come between that, and they
don’t like that. They want to, you
know, they want to just be film-
makers right away. And not every-
body can, you know. And so that’s
sad. That’s hard when people, you
know, sometimes people come to
school to discover that this isn’t
what I’m supposed to do, you
know. And there’s issues. There’s all
sorts of issues. And I do a lot of

kind of counseling, you know.
People try to help them, listen to
them with a problem with a
teacher and put them in the right
direction.

And so I do have a lot more expo-
sure to students, which I like a lot.
That’s one of the reasons I wanted
to get closer to where the education
was happening, where the creativity
was happening, you know, with the
faculty and the students. And I’m
also really involved with some of
the student groups on campus that
are political. On the Ground is an
activist group, and I was their advi-
sor for the first two years. John
Stevenson is now their advisor this
year. But for the three years—I
think they formed, my memory is
that they formed right after
September 11th.

And what  is  t he i r  o rgan iz ing  p r in -

ci ple?  What was the  mot ivat ion

beh ind  t he i r  o rg a n i z a t i o n ?

I guess, you know, I don’t know
what the paperwork says what their
purpose was, but based on what
they’ve done they are an activist
group that works for peace and
social justice. And that’s On the
Ground. And then Not in our
Name was more specifically to
oppose the war in Iraq. And did
they oppose the war in
Afghanistan? I’m not sure. But defi-
nitely—

I ’m not  f am i l ia r  wi th  i t  be fo r e the

war  in  I raq ,  but  that ’s  so  c lose

together  in  some ways  t hat  I ’m

not su r e  i f  i t  p r eceded the  war  in

Iraq  o r  not .

Well, On the Ground definitely.
We kind of all came together right
after September 11th, and people
wanted to have an alternative to

going to war. And it just, you
know, faculty, staff and students
formed groups. And at that time it
was really sort of dangerous to not
say let’s just go bomb the hell out
of them and let’s nuke them. And,
you know, I mean it was, it was
kind of an act of courage for them
to do some of the things that they
did.

Can you  ta lk a  l i t t le  bi t  more

about I  mean your  personal

commitment to  soc ia l  just ice and

peace, and  maybe wher e  that

or ig inated  f rom and how you

fu l f i l l  t hat  par t  of  your  in ter e s t

h e re  at  Co lumbia .

Of course that would be another
reason why I love working at
Columbia, right, being able to
participate in civic engagement and
those kind of things. Let’s see. My
father would say that my Uncle
Frank who is his brother who is a
priest turned me into a commie.
I’ve never considered myself a
communist. I don’t really consider
myself any label. But he was an
activist in the ‘60’s for, you know,
getting rid of the House on
American Activities Committee,
getting rid of, or stopping the war,
gay rights, suing the police depart-
ment for the Red Squad files. I
mean he was a real activist in the
‘60’s. And he was, when I was in
school at UIC, because I was a
really, really patriotic American,
kind of believed everything, you
know, cried during Yankee Doodle,
watching Yankee Doodle Dandy,
whatever. And I took, I took a lot
of history classes. And then eventu-
ally I was a writer in college, but I
wanted more, to know more about
what to write about. So I ended up
taking an English and a history
major. But I took classes in history
that just opened my eyes to some
things.
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The one that really politicized me
was U.S. intervention in Latin
America. And I, it shattered me. I
was really devastated by what I
learned. And so I think that kind
of is what brought me into
activism. And at the time the U.S.
was involved in trying to overthrow
the government of Nicaragua and
all sorts of human rights abuses in
El Salvador. And so I was involved
in that. And of course, and
through, and also I was a freelance
student. I wrote for the student
newspaper, so I was covering
amnesty events, Amnesty
International. And they had some-
thing about South Africa. And I
remember reading “Cry the
Beloved Country” in high school
and finding out, oh, my God, you
know, this is still going on, they
haven’t, you know, black people
still have no rights in South Africa.
I was just appalled, you know,
because it seemed like so long ago.
And so then I got involved in that
too, the Free South Africa move-
ment and trying to get the UIC
board of trustees to divest their
holdings in, you know, businesses
that did business in South Africa.
And so that’s sort of where I
became an activist.

And then I did an internship with
In These Times, which at the time
described itself as a democratic
socialist newspaper. And then they
hired me on. And so that was a
great experience for me. And a lot
like Columbia because you were
given a job to do, and it didn’t
matter how you got it done, you
just got it done. And I like that
kind of an environment where it’s
not petty kind of, you know, punch
a clock kind of stuff. It’s more, you

know, as long as you’re doing your
job that’s good. And so that just
opened my eyes to the world. And
so that’s how, and in fact I think
that’s probably one of the reasons
why Bert hired me is because he
saw the In These Times thing. And
I laughed because I think it’s one of
the few places that that would be
something, a positive—

I  was  go ing to  say,  I  mean do  you

fee l  that  same sense  o f  encour -

agement,  c iv ic  act i on ,  act iv ism

engagement,  and  do  you  fee l  t hat

t h e re  wou ld  be  any  peop le  in  the

admin ist rat ion that  wou ld  see

that as  a  pl us ,  wou ld  know what

In  These  T imes  was?

I think they might. I think they
might. I think Steve Kapelke would
know “In These Times”. And Bruce
Sheridan does give me, you know,
he encourages it. He, you know, I
think he respects what I’m trying to
do. So, you know, I do feel
supported in that way which is
nice. And, you know, my door is
his door. His office is inside of
mine. So, you know, it’s nice that
he lets me put my stuff up on the
door.

So, yeah, I fear where the college is
going, you know, in terms of that,
although the president is a big
promoter of civic engagement. And
I’m involved with Louis Silverstein
and Alton Miller and several other
people with the civic engagement
and responsibility committee. And
so we do try to, you know, keep
people active, get people engaged
in what’s happening. But there does
seem to be this fear of being politi-
cal or, you know. I don’t get that.
You can’t always present both sides,
you know. You present one side,
and then someone else is welcome
to present the other side. But you
can’t always, you know, like bring-
ing Nader here was one of the

things we did. And, you know,
there were a lot of people that were
upset by that. But it’s just a matter
of, you know, it’s another point of
view. And it’s not saying you
support that point of view, but
you, when are kids going to get this
if they don’t get it in college. When
are they going to be exposed to,
how are they going to be broad-
ened. Because that’s what happened
to me in college, I was broadened,
you know, things that I never
learned for the first 12 years of my
education. And I think that’s what
college should be about. So I hope
that that will continue to be
encouraged, you know, controver-
sial issues.

I was disappointed that the FCC
stuff wasn’t more, you know, we’re
a media school. And the consolida-
tion of the media is happening,
and it’s really affecting our democ-
racy in this country. And I think
this college should be at the fore-
front of discussing these things,
and that should come, you know.
Maybe if the teachers were
discussing it in their classes I hope.
But in terms of a public forum on
it, I didn’t see anything. And I
hope that we can keep that alterna-
tive voice alive that Columbia was
founded on and not be afraid of
controversy, not be afraid of the
hot button issues.

Wel l ,  I  want  t o make sur e  t oo  as

w e ’ re  mov ing on in  our  hour  t hat

we ta lk  about  your work  with  the

o rgan izat ion  of  t he staf f  he r e  at

Col umbia  and , you  know, what the

reasons a re  fo r  t hat .  What t he

s t a f f ’ s  concerns a re .  And  i f  you

cou ld  ta lk a  b i t  about  that .

Sure. That’s another thing, I never
thought I would be trying to
organize a labor union, never in a
million years. But the college has
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been changing. And last year the
pension plan as you know was
frozen, which was a real, real eye,
you know, woke people up that
things are changing. And I think,
you know, if you look around the
world and around the country,
things have been going down,
downhill for workers everywhere.
But we were sort of insulated or
something from that. And last year
was our wake-up call. And first the
pension, and actually there were
some departments that were out
sourced or whatever before that,
like the print shop. But then last
summer a number of people were
fired or resigned or whatever the,
whatever the term is. Other depart-
ments were reorganized. And you
could see that the college was
changing.

And we started to look into unions
with the faculty, full time faculty.
Of course the part time faculty
already have a union. And so when
all this pension stuff was happening
full time faculty and staff said, well,
let’s see what we can do to preserve
our benefits. And so we pursued it
like that. But there’s a decision
called Usheva that prevents full
time faculty from organizing for
the time being until it gets chal-
lenged. But they say that faculty are
managers because of having control
over their curriculum and decisions
in college policy and things like
that. So the staff decided to pursue
it on our own because we have a
lot of the same interests as the
faculty and we have the right,
clearly the right to organize.

So as we were looking into it things
started getting worse, and people
were getting terminated. And we,
by December of last year we said,
you know what, we’re doing the
right thing. This is, what are our

alternatives. And so I’d say January,
February we, probably mid-
February we went public with
our—and prior to that time we
interviewed different unions, and
we decided to go with the same
union as the part time faculty, the
NEAIEA, National Education
Association. And we started a card
drive.

So I would say there’s a couple of
reasons why we feel we have to do
it. One is to preserve our benefits.
The pension has already been
slashed. We know medical, the cost
of medical is going up I think I
read ten to twelve percent every
year. So they’re going to be looking
at those benefits. And there also
isn’t the job security that we
thought we had. They’re going to
be streamlining departments.
They’re going to merge depart-
ments. They’re looking at what
they can get done off site. There’s a
lot of things. And some of them
they may choose to do and some of
them they may not. But they’re
looking to save money.

And the other thing that’s happen-
ing that I think is helping us is that
while they’re saying that we don’t
have money they’re hiring a lot of
really high salary people. And I
mean we really were thin at the top
as I can vouch, attest to. But we’re
also very understaffed. And to see
the priority going to so many six
figure jobs instead of, you know,
the people that are on the front
line with students, we need to, you
know, we need to have some lever-
age I think in what the college’s
priorities are. And we have no,
we’re at the mercy of, we’re at will
employees. So we can be fired any
time. We can have our benefits

changed at any time. And we want
to preserve the good things about
the college. We know that there
were things that needed to be
changed. But there’s also a lot of
things that we want to preserve.
And we don’t feel that we have
much, you know, I mean one
person doesn’t have much say. But
a whole bunch of people together,
we could actually, you know, have
the college’s future be what we
want it to be.

We ’ r e coming  to  the  end  o f  ou r

t ime.  So  I  to ld  you , Joan ,  t his

wou ld  go  way  too  fast .  But i f

t h e re ’s  anyth ing that  I  di dn ’ t

touch  on  that  you  wou ld  l ike  to

inc lude  o r  say  I  wou ld  r e a l l y

a p p r ec iate  i t .  I ’m  look ing at  t he

th ings , yeah , that  I  had  to  skip

over  j us t  out  o f  in te r es t  of  t ime.

I think we covered quite a bit,
Erin. I just want to, I can’t say
enough about the students, the
activists on this campus. And I just
want to make sure that it goes in
the history that we’ve been to
Washington, D.C. three times in
three years, twice for war, anti-war,
and, you know. Well, gosh, there
were a lot of things going on,
support of Palestinian rights, anti-
IMF, World Bank. Then a whole
bunch of students went for the
women’s rights march just last
month. They have sent people
down to Miami to the FTAA
demonstrations and to the School
of the Americas. I mean these kids,
I’m just so proud of them. They
are, you know, people say, oh, kids
today. And I just, they are just,
they give me so much hope in that
they’re so engaged. And they care
so much about making the world a
better place. And I really think they
are what Columbia is supposed to
be about, giving that, these
people—
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