
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

T e r e s a  P r a d o s  T o r r e i r a

All right, today is June 13, 2001,
and this is an interview with Teresa
Prados Torreira, the Assistant Chair,
Department of Liberal Education here
at Columbia College, Chicago.

And we’d  l ike  to  star t  the  inter -

v iew by  ask ing you when d id  you

come to  Co lumbia  and what  were

the c i r cumstances that  b rought

you here?

I came to Columbia part time in
the spring of 1990 and I had just
finished my Ph.D. and had been
working and doing some research
at the Newberry Library. And I
heard that Columbia was looking
for some part-time teachers, so I
applied and came here to teach two
classes at first. And then I became
full-time in the fall of 1994 and in
the Liberal Education Department.

And what  were  the courses that

you were  teach ing when you f i rs t

came here?

As a part timer, first I taught US
History I and II and sometimes I,
sometimes II and Family and
Community History, which is a
course that I have taught since
1990 and it’s a course that I really
like. And then I began teaching US
History, women’s US History and
continued teaching Family and
Community History.

Okay,  when you became fu l l  t ime

in  the inter v iew process and then

the dec is ion  process,  what  d id

you env is ion  you would  br ing  to

the cur r icu lum and d id  i t  sync

with  what  they  were  look ing fo r

and were  they  open to  your  ideas,

the depar tment ,  the  powers

that  be?

Well, my background is in cultural
history, US History and I’ve also

been interested in Latino studies so
I think they were interested in that
combination. And I taught a class
on the Spanish-American War in
1998. It was the 100th anniversary
of the war and I think that that was
interesting and I’ve taught Latino
and US History, which was a class I
created and taught for a few times
and now I’ve developed a class on a
cartoon depiction of satire in
American History; which I think
has wound up to be funny.

Had you before  you app l ied  fo r

the pos i t ion  par t  t ime,  had you

heard  about  Co lumbia ,  had you

heard  anyth ing about  i t?

I had been in Chicago for only a
few years, a couple of years and I
had been looking for a part time
position, academic job and the
people told me that Columbia was
a good place, would be a good
match for me. And when I first
came the truth is that as soon as I
got here, I really felt at home.
There was something about the
political climate of the school that
was really congenial and so even
though I was only a part timer, I
really—and that was a problem
because of course I was not making
much money and I wanted a full
time job. But there was something
about Columbia, about the atmos-
phere that I loved from the begin-
ning.

And d id  that  come f rom the

students  as  wel l?

Yes, maybe because I am—it is a
very urban place, it’s an open
admission school, a very diverse
place and I think that that was so
interesting to me. And one of the

nice things about Columbia, is that
it’s never underestimated me. You
are a Latina with a foreign accent.
The society tends to be very conde-
scending and I never felt that way
at Columbia. It’s been a place that
has always been great to me and I
feel very comfortable with the
students. So it was a good place for
me, so it’s been home for me since I
got here.

Why don’ t  you speak to  what  your

def in i t ion  o f  the  miss ion  o f  the

co l lege is  and then maybe i f  you

cou ld  move into  you know your

persona l  teach ing ph i losophy

and how Columbia  might  be,

fu l f i l l ing  that  might  be  eas ier

than maybe at  another  p lace or

more d i f f icu l t?

No, I think the mission of the
school is great, the idea of having
the doors open to the whole city
and the idea of getting a second
opportunity to those who have not
done well in a more traditional
academic setting. And the idea of
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respecting or valuing students who
may be are not good in a tradi-
tional academic way, but they have
tremendous talent in other areas.
All those things are really wonder-
ful and I feel very strongly about
the mission of the college. 

On the other hand I do not think
of them, of Columbia as any kind
of a religious cause. Some people
here think about the mission of the
college—they were talking about, I
don’t know, this sacred mission
thing and I don’t view it this way. I
think it was Mulvaney who used to
say it’s just a school, but I agree it’s
just a school with a very interesting
approach to education. But I don’t
like it when people get too sancti-
monious about the mission of the
college.

No,  I  th ink that  that ’s  interest ing

too,  but  there  are  character ist ics

of  i t  that  you r ea l ly  be l ieve  in—

Oh absolutely.

—that  obv ious ly  a re  not  ava i lab le

e lsewhere .

Absolutely. That’s why I like
Columbia. Well I like Columbia for
many, many reasons. One of them
is it’s mission which I agree with
and I want because it has a very
progressive, open, political climate.
One thing about Columbia is that
people can challenge the adminis-
tration. People can complain and
protest and I don’t think the
administration penalizes the faculty
for doing that and that’s always
been wonderful. So I like all those
things. On the other hand, I guess
what I’m trying to stress is that for
me it’s not a political cause, it’s not
a religious cause, it’s a wonderful
job and it has a wonderful social
dimension, that’s it.

And how does that  impact  or  how

do you integrate  that  into  the

c lassroom exper ience or  your

approach to  teach ing,  o r  maybe i f

you cou ld  ta lk  about  some o f  your

va lues in  the  c lassroom?

Yeah, well I teach American
History so many of the important
social, political issues that are rele-
vant today end up being discussed
in my classroom. I’m not the type
of historical who tries to avoid
contemporary issues. On the
contrary, I love discussing those
issues. So my classes tend to be very
political. I encourage the students
to explore all those issues that they
are struggling with, that society is
struggling with. And it’s a good
place to do it because there are so
many different voices. The class-
rooms are so rich. People have
many different experiences. For
instance, students who maybe have
been to high schools that were not
so strong academically have so
many interesting things to say from
a social—from a political point of
view, they tend to be more savvy in
other ways. So it really is a good
place to explore those issues.

And let ’s  ta lk  a  b i t  about  what

have been some o f  the  impor tant

events  to  occur  at  Co lumbia  now

that  you’ve  been here  over  a

decade,  so  maybe i f  you cou ld

begin  to  touch on those.

Well, as I told you, I was a part-
timer and one of the most interest-
ing things for me here is that I was
one of the founders of P-Fac and I
think we got together it was in
1993, I think it was.

I f  you cou ld  exp la in  what  P -Fac is

and how i t  got  i t ’s  name.

Okay, P-Fac is the group that part
time faculty founded because we
felt that we needed to be repre-
sented, that the school was not
taking us seriously as teachers, as

members of the community and
that we needed an organization. So
one day Jenine Ciezadlo from
Liberal Education, approached me
and asked me if I would be inter-
ested in getting together with a
few other people to discuss this.
And you know I come from Spain,
I went to the University of Madrid,
in the 70s. It was one of the most
political places on earth, so I was
ready to do it. 

And so we got together at the
Hokin, John Stevenson and Mary
Beech, Jenine Ciezadlo, CJ Sanders
and I, all of us were from Liberal
Education and we started talking
about this and Mary Beech was the
one who threw out the name P-Fac,
which I thought was very funny.
And so we were debating—“well
should we have another meeting or
what should we do?” And I
thought well, we are already an
organization and let’s just decide
right now that we are an organiza-
tion and then move on from that
point and so that’s how we founded
it at the Hokin. I think it was in
the fall of 1993.

But the interesting thing for me, or
one of the revealing things, is that
within a couple of months I knew
that there was a possibility of a
full—time job here and it never
occurred to me to stop working
with P-Fac and move on, not
because you know I’m very brave
on principle, but because I knew
the kind of climate Columbia has. I
knew that I would not be penalized
for being on P-Fac so this is some-
thing good about Columbia. So I
continued very active with P-Fac,
and eventually I got a job as a full-
time person. And so I stopped
working with P-Fac because I had
become full-time, but I’ve contin-
ued to be very interested in the
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progress of this group which has
grown tremendously and it became
a union and now I think it’s a seri-
ous force to reckon with in the
community.

That ’s  interest ing,  when you

ta lked about  too the c l imate o f

Co lumbia  because,  i t  sounds l ike

you’ r e  say ing too e lsewhere  many

peop le  would  have fe l t  in  the i r

own best  interests  that  they

better  not  make waves.

Yes and I knew, by then I knew
Columbia well enough that I didn’t
have to worry.

Can you ta lk  about  some o f  the

organ iz ing  issues the th ings that

brought—and interest ing ly

enough those were  a l l  L ibera l

Educat ion  members  so  i t  s tar ted

in  L ibera l  Educat ion .

Yes. 

Maybe speak to  that  a  l i t t le  b i t ,

why would  someth ing star t  l ike

th is  in  L ibera l -Ed  and what  the

f ront  burner  issues were?

Well perhaps it started here because
people who teach history and
philosophy and sociology, are
people who do that for a living and
were part time people who thought
of teaching as our profession. We
didn’t have other professional jobs.
We were not making tons of money
elsewhere and did this as a hobby.
This was our job and we were very
serious about it. And then it takes a
very long time to prepare a history
class, a philosophy class. It takes a
long time to grade papers for those
classes, so I think we wanted the
institution to recognize what we
were doing and so perhaps that’s
one of the reasons.

And at the beginning we were hesi-
tant in terms of, we didn’t really
know how supportive our depart-

ments were going to be, but we
knew that we wanted to have a
number of things recognized like
seniority and some kind of security.
We were talking about health
issues, and I don’t remember a lot
of the issues we talked about.
But many of those things were
addressed later, when P-Fac became
a union.

You were  a l r eady  fu l l  t ime when

the un ion vote  took p lace.

Yes, yes.

But  what  was the r esponse

between the t ime,  the  found ing o f

P -Fac and you become a  fu l l  t ime

facu l ty  member,  what  was your

fee l ing  or  the  r esponse fo r  other

par t - t imers? You know was th is

someth ing exc lus ive  to  l ibera l -ed

or  d id  you f ind  r ecept ion  outs ide

of  l ibera l -ed?

Well, I think some people were
afraid for no reason. This is my
personal opinion, but some people
even now some people tell me
sometimes, I haven’t joined the
union as if I was going to be happy
with them because they haven’t
joined the union. And so there is an
element of fear still, that people
associate with joining a union, that
there’s going to be some kind of
repercussion and there was a fear in
the past, when P-Fac was still so
young and weak.

But gradually, I think or rapidly
rather, other departments became
very interested. For instance
English which has a part-time
faculty very similar to hours, people
who do that for a living. And my
surprise was that even other depart-
ments, such as marketing because
the mistake is that part-time
faculty in other departments don’t
really need the money. They do this
because it gives them prestige, or
because I don’t know they have

nothing else to do and I think
that’s really (inaudible). Most part-
time faculty are interested in
making money and to be compen-
sated thoroughly for the tremen-
dous amount of work they put into
this. And so right away, other
departments began to call and ask
for help and to get their teachers
also interested and they began to
join our meetings.

Who were  some o f  the  ear ly

suppor ters  o r  a l l ies  that  you had

with in  the depar tment?

In this department?

Yeah,  and then wi th in  the broader

co l lege that  you r emember?

Well, I think some people here
wanted to believe that P-Fac was
not going to be unioned, that it
wasn’t a professional organization,
that it was never going to challenge
anything. And so they were disap-
pointed a little bit or nervous when
they realized that that was not the
case. But in general, Liberal
Education people were very
supportive with some exceptions.
With some exceptions people were
very, very supportive and they
continue to be. In Liberal
Education, the faculty are all very
supportive of P-Fac.

Right .  How about  in  the  co l lege,

were  there  peop le  that  thought  i t

was a  great  idea or  peop le  that

a lso  had been par t  t imers?

The truth is that I—

You had moved on.

I moved on very quickly, but I
remember one meeting with
Caroline Lotta and she was sympa-
thetic, but I don’t think she really
knew what we wanted and Mary
Beech began to cry because she was
at the very beginning of the whole
process. So she began to cry because
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she was so desperate, so frustrated
by the fact that the administration
didn’t really understand that we
needed some compensation for our
work, that we needed more rights.
And so I remember that meeting
being very, very sad, but I think
that the continuation of that
story—I’m not the right person to
ask because I was there right at the
beginning, and then I moved on.

Then f r om your  po int  o f  v iew,  as

a fu l l - t ime,  but  hav ing seen the

or ig ins  o f  th is  o rgan izat ion ,  were

you surpr ised that  i t  became a

un ion or  cou ld  you have seen

that  coming because o f  the

response o f  the  co l lege or  as  i t

panned out  now that  you’ r e

obser v ing that  evo lut ion  what  d id

you see happen ing?

I was not surprised that it became a
union. I think that was it’s future,
that was its destiny from the very
beginning. I was very glad that it
happened. It’s not easy as we know,
it’s not easy to organize and part
time faculty who have very
complex lives and just having a
meeting was almost impossible. So
I think it’s been a tremendous
accomplishment and I think both
the part-time faculty and the
administration deserves credit for
having maintained a fruitful
dialogue in the last few years and I
already know what would happen
in the future. But it seems to me
that the climate is a positive one.
It’s one of interaction and respect. 

Do you th ink the un ion was

necessar y?  Cou ld  that  c l imate or

that  interact ion  or  that  mutua l

r espect  have happened with  that

not  p resent?

I think it was necessary. It was
necessary, so that the rest of the
community understood that this
was really a serious group and that
they should be taken seriously. I
think it was important. That step
was necessary.

Okay,  g reat .  That ’s  te r r i f ic  that

th is  is  par t  o f  the  ora l  h istor y

pro ject ,  because I  don’ t  th ink

anyone e lse  cer ta in ly  has  had

your  exper ience and ins ight  on  i t .

But  i t  hasn’ t  been ta lked about

and I  th ink i t ’s  impor tant  to

document  that ,  that  was an

impor tant  chapter,  ongo ing.

Yeah, I just think you should talk
to people who were there during
the time when we became a union
because I don’t have that experi-
ence. It would be really helpful I
think to have that.

Yeah.  Okay,  let ’s  move on.  Cou ld

you name another  impor tant  o r

event  o r  cha l lenge at  Co lumbia

s ince you’ve  been here ,  aga in

spec i f ic  to  the depar tment  or  to

the co l lege?

I think the accreditation process
was important. To some degree we
went crazy with that. The adminis-
tration I think was unnecessarily
nervous and insecure and so there
was a moment that was awkward
and uncomfortable because the
nervousness and insecurity made a
number of administrators assume
that in order to get this done and
in order to be taken seriously by
the NCA group, what we need to
do was to stress uniformity
throughout the school and that is
ridiculous, it was ridiculous.
Uniformity has nothing to do with
quality of education with academic
standards and so I’m glad that’s
passed and we moved on. But it
was an important step to get
accreditation once again and to be
able to relax. 

Was that  ’96?

One of those years. No, I think
later.

Later?

Maybe ’97, ’98 because I was coor-
dinator and I was not coordinator
in ’96.

So d id  you meet  wi th  peop le  f r om

the NCA at  a l l?

In large groups.

Did you get  the impress ion even

in  the la r ge groups so  that  they

respected and va lued Co lumbia  or

d id  you get  the fee l ing  that  they

wanted Co lumbia  to  be more l ike

ever ybody e lse?

No, I think they respected
Columbia. They were impressed by
the enthusiasm that they saw
among the faculty, our commit-
ment to the school and I think they
saw that it was a very interesting
place. They wanted to make sure
that yes, that certain standards were
met, but it was very easy to prove
that we are a good school. We have
standards. And so I don’t think we
should have been that nervous
about it. We have good faculty and
that’s one of the advantages of, I
think one of the positive things
about the evolution of this school is
that we are becoming or we’ve
become stronger, from an academic
point of view and I view that as a
positive thing.

How do you see the issue o f

growth,  because the co l lege has

grown t r emendous ly  s ince you’ve

been here?

Yes, I think it’s good. I think
Columbia is an interesting place.
The more students benefit from it,
the better. And I realize that it is a
problem for many departments
because there is a lot of pressure.
Even for us, there is a lot of pres-
sure, tremendous amount of work
to do and the faculty, the number
of faculty hired has not grown as
fast. And so growth has put
tremendous pressure on all of us,
but I think we are handling it well
and I had something to say, but I
forgot what I was going to say.
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We can come back to  i t .  I f  you

remember  i t ,  just  jump in  wi th  i t .

And your  perspect ive  too on the

leadersh ip  because A lexandro f f

was here  when you came and

then John Duf f ’s  tenure  is  done

and now we have the new pres i -

dent .  Do you l ike  the d i r ect ion  or

how do you fee l  about  the d i r ec -

t ion  that  the co l lege is  tak ing

with  the leadersh ip?

I never met Alexandroff, I was a
part-timer, so I never even talked to
him. But I think he really was a
visionary and from what I’ve read
and heard he was a wonderful man,
with wonderful ideas. But change is
inevitable. Because I wasn’t here 20
years ago, I don’t have that image
of the golden age and so on. To me
the evolution of the school is posi-
tive and it’s necessary. The times
changed and so should institutions.
I think I’m in favor of the new
restructure and it seems to me that
it would help the school be more
competent. I don’t have a strong
opinion about it. Some people are
passionately in favor, some people
are passionately against it. I’m
neither. I think it’s a good idea, but
we’ll have to see. We’ll see how
things evolve.

My feeling is that the school is
becoming more professional and
more rational and I think that’s
good. I just hope we maintain some
of the idealisms, some of the
romanticisms that we all associate
with Columbia, the creativity. All
those things are wonderful and we
should be able to maintain that as
we become a more efficient institu-
tion.

Is  that  va lue  one that  you th ink

others  share  and that  wi l l  he lp  i t

cont inue or  a re  you wor r ied  that

i t ’s  d isappear ing?

No, I don’t think it’s disappearing.
I guess what I’m saying, is some-

times, when there is a lot of
emphasis on rationalization and
making things more efficient,
something is lost and I hope we
don’t lose that. But we couldn’t
survive simply on idealism. If we
are going to have such a big insti-
tution, as Columbia has become,
we need an efficient way of running
it. And also, I think it’s good that
powers are so concentrated as in the
past and you’ll notice something
nice about having a very personal
type of relationship. For instance in
the past, anything you needed, you
knew that you could ask one person
and if he agreed things would
happen, Bert Gall, because he had
so much power. So there’s some-
thing nice about that, you pick up
the phone, Bert I need this. And
if he agreed, you would get it.
Well, that’s not going to happen
anymore. And on the one hand I’m
sure many people miss, are going to
miss that. On the other hand, it’s a
big institution. You can’t have one
person with so much power. It
doesn’t make sense anymore.

And you’ r e  say ing because

there ’s  a  lot  o f  s tor ies  f r om

people  f r om the past  that ,  that ’s

the person that  they  p icked up

the phone and ca l led .  As

recent ly,  Margaret  Su l l i van ta lked

about  her  summer  camp,  that  was

’93 and—I mean i t  was a  l i t t le

b i t  more  compl icated but  bas i -

ca l l y  Ber t  l iked the idea and i t

happened.  

And it happened, yeah.

So that ’s  interest ing.  So that ’s

someth ing that  is  go ing,  another

end o f  another  go lden era .  You

ta lked about  the miss ion  o f  the

schoo l  you know what  you l iked

about  i t  and your  l imi tat ions  on

i t .  What  about  in  your  tenure

here  as  a  teacher,  has  your

ph i losophy changed or  deve loped,

has Co lumbia  in f luenced i t  o r  you

know how has that  evo lved i f  i t

has?

I think I had to relearn things, or I
had to forget many things. When I
first came to Columbia I had a way
of teaching, that did not work here.
I was a typical graduate student
with my million notes and I
proceeded at the beginning to go
through my notes and lecture my
students and that’s not the way you
do things here. It doesn’t work.
And so I had to reconsider my
whole approach to teaching history.
My teaching has become more
interactive. And I do miss some-
times not addressing some of the
complexities that we would be
addressing if we had a graduate
program for instance, so I miss
that. But in general, I think
Columbia has made me a better
teacher. 

Wel l ,  what  k ind  o f  th ings,  now

you ta lked about  the lectures

that  you’ve  k ind  o f  done away

with .  Can you g ive  some exam-

p les  o f  some o f  the  th ings that

you brought  to  the c lass  that  you

wouldn’ t  have imagined yourse l f

do ing before  or  when you f i rs t

came here?

That I do now you mean?

Yeah,  l ike  what  are  some o f  the

innovat ions  that  you’ve  brought

into  your  c lasses to  teach h istor y

because I  th ink that ’s  impor tant

too,  maybe spec i f ica l l y  speak to

your  f ie ld .  You a l r eady  ment ioned

that  we don’ t  have a  graduate

program in  h istor y  but  th is  isn ’ t  a

typ ica l  p lace to  teach a  h istor y

course.  You know there ’s  no

major,  no  depar tment .

I don’t think I’m referring to any
material in particular, but the way
you organize your class is different
or should be different here at
Columbia. The group interaction
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and trying to balance the wide vari-
ety of skills you have in your class-
room, those are the things that I’ve
learned here that are so important
for the class to work. And also
using the present very much to
laminate the past is, I think is
crucial here because the students
relate to the present, not to the
past so use that present situation
and somehow connect it to a past
situation.

Or also the use of the arts has been
useful and I use now plays for
instance when we talk about the
suffrage movement I use really
wonderful gems, suffrage plays that
were written in the early 1900s.
And that sort of thing, the use of
poetry, the use of films and TV, I’m
going to work as I told you I’m
working on a classroom cartoon.
So—

Could  you speak a  l i t t le  more

about  the car toon c lass  and do

you—was that  someth ing that

came up because you’ r e  teach ing

at  Co lumbia  or—?

I think so, and the reason I decided
to put this class together is because
we are always complaining that our
students don’t vote; they are not
interested in politics. But I also feel
that here at Columbia, we do not
stress political history. We tend to
stress social history, cultural history
and so I thought that political
history is important and on the
other hand, I know students are not
very interested in it so I said, “well
if you use images and humor and
cartoons and I’ll use Saturday
Night Live clips and so on and we
can address political issues.” So it’s
going to be a lot of work to put
this together, but I’m excited about
it and the class filled right away,
the first day registration because of
the name, so.

Some of  those th ings that  you

were ta lk ing about  br ing ing in

a lmost  the center  o f  the  c lass

poet r y,  p lays ,  d i f fe rent  fo rms o f

ar t  I  th ink o f  when you look at

those t rad i t iona l  co l lege h istor y

textbooks,  those th ings are  r ea l ly

on the per ipher y.  Those are ,  wel l

i f  we have t ime you get  to  that  o r

you know aren’ t  do ing anyth ing

e lse .  I ’m just  cur ious ,  is  th is

someth ing that  is  on ly  spec i f ic  to

Columbia  or  cou ld  other  schoo ls

learns  someth ing f r om Columbia

that  a ren’ t  geared so  much

towards the ar ts  o r  towards  the

v isua l?

Well, I think they should learn
something because what those
things help you do is connect to a
younger generation who is not
particularly literary, but it is inter-
ested in visual things and maybe
literary in a different way. And so if
you use poetry, if you use funny
plays, if you use films and so on
you can connect not only to a
diverse student body like the one
we have but to a new, a young
generation that has different values
than what our generation has.

And that  would  be t r ue  at  any

inst i tut ion .

Any institution, and then at the
same time you’re having fun and
they are learning things from—I
really believe in an interdisciplinary
approach.

And cou ld  you speak a  l i t t le  b i t

more  to  that  interd isc ip l inar y,

aga in  is  that  someth ing that  i t

has  evo lved wi th  your  exper ience

and a  va lue  that  you see present

at  Co lumbia?

Yes, I think the culmination of this
is going to be the new major that
we are going to be proposing on

cultural studies here. Liberal
Education is going to be interdisci-
plinary and we are working really
hard at including interesting
courses from other departments.
And it’s not been difficult really,
because there is such a wealth of
wonderful courses from Art and
English and Film and I’m excited
about it. I think this could be
really interesting to develop this
program. And I think that the
school needs that. It needs an
academic program that addresses
culture and it studies culture in a
serious but also in a fun way.

Wel l ,  that  leads to  another  ques -

t ion  I  have because you sa id  the

schoo l  needs an academic

program.  Do you see maybe that

as  someth ing that  the future

ho lds  that  the L ibera l  Educat ion

or  genera l  s tud ies  wi l l  come into

i ts  own at  Co lumbia  and be—do

you know what  I ’m say ing?

Yes, yes, yes, certainly. 

So many other  depar tments

would  say  Co lumbia  ar ts ,

Communicat ion ,  Te lev is ion ,  F i lm

and we’ re  the ug ly  step -s ister?

Yes, and I hope that the restructure
will help that too because now we
are a School of Arts and Sciences
and we’re going to have our own
dean. And I think that’s going to
help—that we are not a service
department. We’ve never been but
that’s the perception people have
and that’s not going to be the case
anymore. And this major will really
help to prove the community that
we have something really interest-
ing to offer. And of course we have
to do our job, we have to do a good
job too. It’s not going to happen
just like that. We need to convince
the students that this is something
that will help them, but I am very
hopeful that this will help the
whole department.
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Because cer ta in ly  th is  would  be

someth ing that  is  innovat ive .  I

mean a  lot  o f  the  works that  we

use fo r  other  par ts  o f  the  co l lege

or  other  par ts  o f  i ts  h istor y,  inno -

vat ion  and creat iv i ty  and those

usua l ly  a ren’ t  used fo r  l ibera l -ed .  

Yeah, true. And we are trying to
make the program very creative and
we are trying to incorporate the
best of the Columbia tradition, the
hands on approach, the creativity,
the interdisciplinary approach. And
at the same time, also incorporate
the best of our disciplines, the best
that history has to offer and sociol-
ogy and anthropology, humanities.
And we’ve been working very well
together and it’s really helped the
department focus and I’m hopeful.
I’m really hopeful.

And do you look fo r  those type o f

th ings when you h i r e  facu l ty?  And

I ’m ask ing you maybe to  imagine

a compar ison.  But  in  th is  depar t -

ment  are  there  character ist ics  in

an anthropo log ist  o r  a  soc io log ist

or  a  h istor ian  that  Co lumbia ’s

l ibera l -ed  depar tment  wants  that

maybe a  more  mainst ream schoo l

would  not?

Yes. Yes.

And cou ld  you maybe ta lk  to  that

l ike  what—?

What I think, we really want
people who can work well with a
diverse student body that’s crucial
who understands and appreciates an
urban environment and but also
who appreciates the arts and they
have an interest in exploring those
venues because so many of our
students are interested in the arts
media and so yes definitely that
should be considered.

Okay.

Just one thing.

Yes.

I also think Columbia should do a
better job at encouraging people
from Liberal Education and English
and helping them to do their
research and value that kind of
research that we do. We don’t
produce paintings, we don’t
produce films, we don’t produce
music, we produce books and arti-
cles and that here is not always
valued. And as the institution
matures I hope that a more theoret-
ical approach will also be valued
and respected as it should be.

Do you see s igns that  that  wi l l

happen? Has that—?

I think so. I think so.

Yeah.

Maybe because I am happy that our
new dean is a historian and I think
she values that scholarly work and I
think she will be important in that,
pushing that. 

No,  I  th ink that ’s  a  great  po int

that  has not  been made before

you know what ’s  c reated here .

Um-hmm.

And you’ve  touched on some o f

these a l r eady  but  anyth ing e lse

that  you would  want  to  ta lk  about

in  Co lumbia ’s  p resent  o r  future

that  has to  be addressed or  that

maybe you have r eason fo r

concern?

No, I think the main challenge will
continue to be dealing with the
part time faculty and I don’t know
how that will evolve, but I think
we should all try very hard and be
very creative and responsible
because that’s a problem that needs
to be addressed. And then of course
this has been a very odd year and
the school feels really fragmented
and fractured and it is time to put
this awful year behind us and
move on.

When you say  f ragmented is  that

because o f  the  r est ructur ing and

the debate  around i t?

And all of this terrible news about
Columbia throughout the year. And
did you receive the Reader this
week?

No,  I  haven’ t  seen i t  yet .

Embarrassing, it’s been a terrible
year and so I think it’s time
to move on as a group, as an
institution.

Would  you have hand led,  wel l  not

you par t icu la r ly  but  do  you th ink

th ings cou ld  have been hand led

d i f fe rent ly  that  some o f  these

th ings cou ld  have been avo ided or

is  i t  because we have new leader -

sh ip  and new growth?

Oh no, many things could have
been avoided absolutely. I think we
made many, many mistakes and we
made many bad decisions and—

Wil l  we learn  f r om them?

I hope so. 

I  fo r get  what  Queen E l i zabeth

ca l led  i t ,  the  Ana Soreb l is  o r

someth ing,  you know that  one

year.

Oh that’s right, right. 

Areb l is—Ana—

Right, that’s right. But these were
important I mean not only because
of all of this news so many wonder-
ful people have died this year.

Yeah.

John Scheibel and Hollis Sigler and
Alexandroff several other instruc-
tors, that plus all of these horrible
stories—

Right ,  no  that ’s  t r ue .  I  d idn ’ t

th ink o f  i t  in  those terms.  I  mean

the avo idab le ,  unavo idab le - t rag ic .

Where  do you see Co lumbia
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headed? Where  you know,  and

with  your  idea l ism or  your  rat ion -

a l ism,  what  do you see in  i ts

future?

Well, I don’t know that Columbia
is going to become the best arts
and media school in the world. I
think that’s a bit of a stretch, but I
think it has the potential to
become a really, really interesting
place and if we combine the pres-
ent, the current creativity and the
past and the present. I think if we
on the one hand, maintain some of
the wonderful ideas of Alexandroff
and what I mentioned before the
idealism, the mission of the school,
its progressive climate and we
combine that with the current pres-
ident’s interest in them, effi-
ciency—I’m not saying that that’s
all he’s interested in, but with a
school that is running in a more
professional way and that pays
more attention to scholarly work
and to otherwise artistic work and
so on, I think we could be a really
powerful institution. So I’m hope-
ful for Columbia.

I f  some o f  those th ings happened

do you wor r y  at  a l l  about  main -

ta in ing the d ivers i ty  o f  the

student  popu lat ion?

It is a problem. On the other hand
if we grow and do well we can
spend more money on scholarships.
We are now tuition driven. We
don’t have an endowment and I
think that’s a very important area
to work on.

To move away f r om be ing tu i t ion

dr iven?

Right.

Right .

So, that we have a big endowment,
so that we have money, enough
money for scholarships because that

is true. That’s part of the evolution
of the school. It’s becoming more
middle class and it would be a
shame to lose some of the flavor,
the variety, the richness that the
school has had in the past. And I
would not be interested in being at
Columbia if Columbia became very
suburban, very homogenous say, it
would not be as interesting a place
as it is now.

Wel l ,  that  k ind  o f  answers  my

next  quest ion  is  you know what

makes you stay  or  what  might

make you leave.  But  some o f

those th ings—not  what  would

make you leave,  but  is  that  what

makes you stay  is—?

A lot of things make me stay. One
is my office, in front of a beautiful
Lake Michigan.

I  th ink fo r  any  future  l i s teners

they  shou ld  know,  and I ’m sure

there ’s  other  depar tments  but

l ibera l -ed  has poss ib ly  the  best

o f f ice  su i te .  I t  looks out  fo r  the

fu l l  t imers ,  i t  looks out  at

Mich igan Avenue out  onto  Lake

Mich igan.

It is wonderful.

Fabulous.

It is. 

With your  o f f ice—

That’s not the only reason. I like
the place, as I told you, this has
been a wonderful place for me. I’ve
gotten very comfortable, very
supported since I got here and
despite the problems, despite the
difficulties it’s been a great place
for me. I liked it when I got here
and I love it now. I have good
colleagues and I love the students
here and it’s an exciting place.
It is a happening place that’s for
sure. There’s always something
happening.

I f  your  ch i ld  came and sa id  I

want  to  go to  Co lumbia  would  you

encourage them to  do that  o r—?

Um-hmm, yeah that’s a hard ques-
tion. If my child said he wanted to
be here, I would say yes, but I’m
going to give you some advice.
These are the people to avoid, these
are the people to—no, I think it
would be a great place. It’s a great
place for young people. They need
to be interested in some of the
things that are done here, but it is
a great learning environment. The
students learn from each other
tremendously and the faculty are
excellent, it is. I would have no
problem. It would be cheap too. 

Yeah,  r ight  academica l ly.  Is  there

anyth ing before  we f in ish ,  is

there  anyth ing that  we haven’ t

touched on that  you might  fee l  is

impor tant?

I’m sure when I finish the inter-
view, oh I should have said this,
but no, not really. I hope this is
useful.

No,  abso lute ly.  You’ve  ta lked

about  many th ings that  have not

been touched on before  so  I  th ink

i t ’s  r ea l l y  an  impor tant  inter v iew.

All right.

Thank you.

Sure.


