
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 u d y  D y k e

OK, this is the interview of Judy Dyke,
who is the Associate Director of
Admissions and a counselor in the
Admissions Office at Columbia College
and it is March thirteenth, 1998.

And I ’d  l ike  to  star t  o f f  w i th

ask ing you,  when d id  you come to

Columbia  and what  were  the

c i r cumstances,  cond i t ions ,  o r  the

ind iv idua ls  that  b rought  you

here?

I started at Columbia in the
summer of 1976. I was a year older
than my daughter Karen is now.
And I actually got the job through
an ad I saw in the Sunday Tribune.
And I had been substitute teaching
for ten years; being divorced, I real-
ized I didn’t want to go into teach-
ing, through the kind of horrible
circumstances you get through
being a substitute, and I thought,
“Oh, this sounds glamorous, this
sounds fun.”

What was the ad fo r?

It was for a secretary in the Film
Department and I thought, that’s
where the glamour came in, I
thought, “That sounds cute.” And
so I answered the ad and Tony Loeb
was the chairman of the Film
Department at that time. And
that’s when we were in the old
building as us old-timers, we old-
timers recall. Anybody that remem-
bers the old building really has
been here a long time. And it was
only part of one building, as I
recall, on Lake Shore Drive. So I
went up to the second floor and
interviewed with Tony Loeb and he
was a filmmaker from Hollywood,
and had all that kind of pizzazz and
aura that an artsy person would
have and, of course, I was immedi-
ately taken in. I had to keep calling

him back because he never returned
my phone calls. And finally he said,
“OK, Madame Dyke, you have the
job.” And I guess it was August of
‘76. And I was a pure secretary like
the old days: carbon paper, typing,
one ringy-dingy. And one of my
first tests was when Tony said to
me, “Judy, get Frank Capra on the
phone!” I knew this was gonna be a
lot more fun than substitute teach-
ing in the city. So I really was,
evolved into the mother of the Film
Department. Some of my best
friends are still faculty, or in the
case of Michael Rabiger, acting
chairman of the Film Department.
And I’m just rambling on here, I
don’t know if that’s how you want
me to do.

Yeah.

There are very few people that still
work here who were from the old
building. And at that time, now
that our student population is over
eighty-five hundred I think, we had
somewhere over two thousand
students at that. But what I
remember most about it, and prob-
ably will for the rest of my life—it
was the most fun I’ve ever had in
my life. It was small, it was family,
it would be nothing for me to plop
down in Mike Alexandroff, the
President’s office, just to chat, or
with Bert Gall, or go to lunch or
run with my friends from the Film
Department on weekends. It was
kind of a post-hippie place. I think
I was also attracted to Columbia
because of its liberal outlook and I
love education, I love school, I love
college. But it wasn’t traditional
and I don’t think of myself as tradi-
tional so I fit in quickly, at least in
my image of myself. And that, the
film part, there were so many
opportunities that were a blast that

I never would’ve had any other
place, such as: having lunch, pick-
ing Michael Capianis—the director
of Iphegenia and Zorba the Greek—
up from the airport and stopping
for a bite to eat while the limousine
waited outside; escorting William
Friedkin—the director of The
Exorcist and The French Connection—
to some fancy PR thing with his
white silk scarf wrapped around his
throat, and having lunch with Buck
Henry, who wrote the screenplay;
meeting these amazing movie
people that were so fascinating and
so interesting. I was scared to death
but I wasn’t gonna say no to any of
these tasks. 

Then there was certainly, beyond
all that, though I think what kept
me here for so long—at that point
I was in the Film Department for
six years—was my, again, my love
of education. The kind of conversa-
tions that you have in an education
setting that you don’t have in the
corporate world or in other places,
the inclusiveness of the school, the
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allowance for difference, all of that
stuff mattered. A bit of a rebel that
I am, I would have had a harder
time fitting in a more traditional
setting. And then I decided to
leave. I started out, by the way,
probably earning around nine thou-
sand dollars a year. A divorced
mother of two small children, very
broke, maybe probably a little
unconfident, too, but I would be
doing it. Even though it wasn’t a
whole lot of money, it wasn’t much
at all, it was enough to keep me
going and I just fell in love with
the place. But, it came to the point
where I knew I couldn’t progress
much further than what I was
doing and the salary I was making.
I got some little raises but I could-
n’t, in my thirties, look for it to
become something more substantial
and I think I knew that I had other
talents that I could use. So I left, I
quit. Oh, that was painful. All the
Film students and teachers had this
huge party, I think I still have
pictures from that. It was very, very
difficult to leave. And I went to a
corporate type of setting at USA
Cable Network advertising sales
office in Chicago—I shouldn’t start
that—an advertising sales office in
the city as Office Manager; more
money, but there, I felt dead in my
soul. There was something missing.
The conversations I was having, the
tests I was doing, the effort of
money-making as an end in itself
didn’t interest me and I’m sure it
affected my feelings about work, I
lost my enthusiasm just to get up
in the morning. So then you’re
back to the drawing boards: Do you
want to go back to teaching, what
are you gonna do? At which point,
I called Bert Gall and I said, “Bert?
I want to come home.” I didn’t say
it that way but I said, “If there’s
something that comes up at the
school that seems more interesting,
where I could make more strides as
a career that would suit me...,”

because he knew me quite well,
“...let me know.” Well, it wasn’t
very long that he called back and
asked me to go to lunch and
described two or three different
jobs that were up. One of them had
to do with alumni, I don’t think it
was Director of Alumni but it was
in that field. At that time, this
would have been in 1984, the
winter of 1984, because I was only
gone for a year and a half. And he
said, “What I think you’d be really
good at is admissions. You’re the
type of personality, you know the
school. I think it wouldn’t be very
difficult for you to fit into that
kind of effort.” And so I quit my
job and came back on the invita-
tion of—oh, and Bert said, “You
always have a family here,” and
that’s the kind of thing that would
seduce you back, you know.

Before  you. . .

When I had the lunch with him,
that, “You always have a family
here,” in other words, you’re always
welcome. “If there’s something that
we think you can do here that you
want to do, this is home.” So I said,
“OK.” So, in 1984 I was thirty-
nine and then came back, a year
and a half interrupt, and came back
in Admissions and now I’ve been in
Admissions for fifteen years. I’m a
lifer, I’m fifty-four now.

So you’ r e  gonna ret i r e . . .

I probably will. I want the lunch-
eon at the Hilton, no, dinner, thank
you. And it’s just made so much
sense to me. I think I make a good
Admissions person because—oh, by
the way, in 1984 my daughter was
graduating from high school and,
of course, I recruited her here. She’s
a photographer. And then my son
came along, he’s a musician gradu-
ate. So both my kids went to school
here as well. So, in many ways, it’s

really being part of the Columbia
family.

How would  you descr ibe ,  and

maybe i f  you fee l  there ’s  an

evo lut ion  you cou ld  ta lk  about  i t ,

you know,  when you f i rs t  came

here  and maybe what  i t  i s  today;

or  i f  i t  hasn’ t  changed,  that ’s

f ine .  But ,  the  miss ion  o f

Co lumbia—in your  own words—

and based on your  exper ience

here ,  your  tenure  here .  And then

i f  you cou ld  comment  maybe on

the miss ion  o f  the  schoo l  and

how i t  r e lates  to  the la r ger  soc i -

ety,  whether  i t  be  the impacts

Columbia  has had or,  you know,  in

ar ts ,  the  media .  I f  you cou ld . . .

Yeah, well, the mission to make
available a quality arts and commu-
nications, public arts, education
available to all students is another
reason I love being here. I feel that
that has, of course, enabled so many
students—who didn’t have a voice
or the scores or the resources or the
background or the sophistication—
to enter that kind of opportunity, a
chance to do that. I saw it as being
a primary person in the Film
Department, talking to prospective
students there, seeing their accom-
plishments, all of them, was fasci-
nating. And in the creative process,
or the creative experience, when
you’re behind a camera or an easel,
scores, privilege, all that sort of
stuff, sort of, fades off and you’re on
an equal ground as it should be.
Sometimes the stars or the really
great students weren’t necessarily
the best of their high school but
they found a niche where they
could express themselves. Even
with my own kids, they were rather
uninterested in the academics when
they were in high school, but
because they found a major and a
school where the could develop
artistically, they just happened—
fortunately—to be in the arts. They
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blossomed as students. Karen
became a student here. She would-
n’t have gotten into, maybe, a
Brown or a select, highly selective
university. Here she could do that,
she could get the education. I’m
just using that as an example
because the mission includes so
many people. Some of the things
that both my kids have said that
the most valuable thing—outside
of, you know, certainly the equip-
ment and the teachers and all
that—was having classes with
students from all ethnic back-
grounds, minority groups—a
grandmother majoring in Dance,
which Karen had in one of her
classes; the chance to study with all
types of people, a kind of situation
I didn’t have when I was going to
school. And I think that is part of
the journey of the Columbia
student and, back to becoming an
academic student, somebody really
interested in learning, Karen and
Jonathan—both now—are highly
literate: what they read, who they
talk with, what they, the conversa-
tions they’re about are directly
related, I think, to their academics
here. Karen’s favorite class was a
class called Missing Pages in
History and that opened her eyes
up to all the events that she never
even heard about before that were
kind of, either the dark part of
America or the things that we hide
as a culture. And she did her little
presentation on the Haymarket
Riots and actually was able to get
from a man called Ed Sadlowski—
who is one of the big shots of the
United Steel Workers of America—
real film footage of that riot and
showed that to the students. And
then, you know, through her pres-
entation, they all clapped and gave
her a standing ovation; it was
wonderful. That’s when she became
alive academically.

So i t  sounds l ike  you’ r e  say ing

the ar ts  maybe hooked your  ch i l -

d r en,  then opened them up to

th is  b roader  educat ion . . .

Yes, absolutely.

Not  the r everse,  but  i t ’s  another

way o f  the  educat iona l  p rocess

work ing,  and that  was encour -

aged here .

It was, and Jonathan had a class,
possibly with Zafra Lerman or
somebody else from Science. Being
a music composer, he composed the
birth of a star as a presentation as
part of a written piece that he did
on that. You know, the science
students are encouraged to use their
major and their talents to supple-
ment their papers. And so, I just
thought it was such a creative
approach to teaching, the classes
that they took here. I used to ride
the bus, the El, with Zafra and
she’d go to Evanston and I’d get off
at Rogers Park—and Lou
Silverstein too, you know. I don’t
think she was here when I started.
The only ones that I can remember,
that were for sure here that are still
here, are Bert Gall, Ann Kennedy...

What pos i t ion  is  she?

Ann is the Controller. And she was,
when she started at Columbia, I
think, nineteen or twenty and she
was at the switchboard...Lya
Rosenblum, Horace Jimerson.
Horace is in the, he’s responsible
for all the equipment and the
ordering this and the media stuff.
He sat next to me in the Film
Department in the old building
behind the partition. Back to the
old building, there was one creaky
elevator with some kind of hippie
guy that was smoking on the thing
and you’d have to ring a bell to get
the elevator to come up and down
and that was how we got around

the one building. And who else was
still here? Mulvany wasn’t here,
there was another chairman in both
Photo and Art. Huh... that couldn’t
be it. I don’t know because a lot of
people had retired and gone on to
other things.

I f  they  come back and you have

other  anecdotes we can put  that

in .

Oh sure. I just think Columbia has
made a major impact on the
Chicago area and students being
able to study the arts and commu-
nications. And certainly, with the
success of the students that are
coming out of here, we see how
that’s impacted

You sa id  that  i t  was a  good f i t

when you came to  Co lumbia  and

you l is ted a  lot  o f  r easons why.

And,  obv ious ly,  you were  encour -

ag ing your  [ch i ld ren]  to  come

here  so  you embraced. .

Tuition had part of it (laughs).

OK,  but  had you,  how has

Columbia ,  aga in ,  over  the  t ime

that  you were  here  or  maybe what

you brought  to  i t ,  has  your

ph i losophy or  ideas about  educa -

t ion  changed because o f

Co lumbia ’s  in f luence,  o r  has  i t

changed because o f  your  exper i -

ence here?

I think it’s deepened my belief in
the mission of making college
available to as many people as
possible. I see a lot of snobbery out
there, a lot of, kind of, you know,
exclusivity. When a school, a
college or university, continues to
get more and more selective, that’s
such a, you know, competitive
thing with the reps that I talk to in
my job. And I think that, I believe
in, I believe, when I go out there to
talk to students in my job they
know I believe it; that this is a
good thing. And there’s sometimes
some suspicion on prospective
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students’ part, “Well, you take
anybody?” And of course I have to
go through my experience here and
why it had worked, through my
eyes, and some of the students I
have known that have come out of
here graduating with honors who
were maybe a little bit of a rascal
in high school and how it can
change them, how it can broaden
them. And, I guess it’s just deep in
my belief in the mission of open
admissions and making this avail-
able.

How,  or  has  the student  body -

i t ’s  obv ious ly  grown and maybe

you can address  what  that  means

to  the schoo l—but  has the

student  popu lat ion—in add i t ion

to  the s i ze  and the impact—has

the student  popu lat ion  changed

s ince you came to  Co lumbia  and

in  what  way?

I think there were, when I was
working in the Film Department
in the ‘70s, more older students
who were returning to school or
finishing their education; sort of
like a turn-around at some point in
their lives. I don’t mean a lot older
but maybe more students who
already had a Bachelor’s degree who
were coming back to do something
different. Now, there are more
traditional students coming right
out of high school and starting at
Columbia.

And does that  sh i f t—and aga in ,

we can ta lk  about  s i ze ,  just  the

growth—but  has that  sh i f t  f r om

maybe the more mature  and,

perhaps,  d i r ected or  exp lor ing . . .

What  cha l lenges does that  p res -

ent  fo r  Co lumbia ,  gett ing  the

students  r ight  out  o f  h igh

schoo l?

Yeah. I think that back then they
kind of knew they were in for a
different sort of experience and

that’s why they chose Columbia; for
their own rebelliousness or their
own need to express themselves in
an environment that was supportive
to who they were, whereas now I
think a lot of the kids are coming
straight from high school to the
College. They know what our
majors are, they know why they’re
coming here, but it’s not with the
same kind of edge. It seems more
traditional in some ways. Maybe
that’s inevitable. When you get,
when the student body’s gotten so
large and there’s certain things you
have to do to keep up, to keep the
school in the mainstream, that has
its own value. I think having
become more mainstream has
attracted a lot more students from
communities that would never had
picked Columbia, or families.
When I started in Admissions, one
of my tasks that was the hardest
was trying to convince counselors
and parents that this was a regular
place. I would always get the ques-
tion, “Are you accredited?” Yes, but
I could tell just by the body
language of the parents—not the
kids, the kids all seemed to know
that they wanted maybe to come
here—but the high school coun-
selors, who are responsible for help-
ing the students come pick
colleges, and the parents were a
little bit more resistant. Now I’ll
go into the school and they’re trip-
ping over each other trying to get
over to welcome me and I don’t get
the same kind of suspicious looks
any more or, “Are you a regular
college?” They know that. I think
it’s more much more high profile,
it’s included in the traditional
academic community now where it
wasn’t twenty years ago or fifteen
years ago.

And that . . .

It’s a good thing and it’s, it changes
the texture of the school.

Yeah,  maybe e laborate  on that ,

you know,  how i t ’s  changed the

texture .

Just by its growth it has, you
know? I see it as a more traditional
place and it has to be. I mean, you
can’t have something as unique as
what it was in the ‘60s and ‘70s
grow to over a thousand students
and be that funky, odd, little
school, but...

And do you see that  growth as

par t  o f  i ts  miss ion  to ,  you

know. . .

No, well, I would like to see it
eventually have to limit its growth
because something’s gonna be lost,
it’s just a personal, I see something
kind of lost already in... Not so
much the, you know, the students
still have small classes and all that
but it just seems much more
bureaucratic. I don’t feel as close to
the janitors and the administration,
you know, there’s not that kind of
feeling—just personally, selfishly
speaking. But at what point do you
say, “Enough, this is big enough.” I
think about that: Do they want to
get to ten thousand, twelve thou-
sand? How is it going to further
change the student population and
the quality education of the school?

I t ’s  interest ing,  you’ r e ,  I  mean,

many peop le  ta lk  about  th is  issue

of  s i ze  and that  i t ’s  been prob -

lemat ic .  You know,  i t  seems that

no one knows where  i t  shou ld

have stopped -  i f  i t  shou ld  have

stopped,  but  you know,  that ’s—

where i t  shou ld  have to  keep that

o ld  th ing.  Many,  you know,  you’ r e

not  the on ly  one to  say  that  i t ’s

lost  some o f  that  o ld  character,

but  no  one knows the po int  where

i t  shou ld  have stopped to  keep

that  o ld  character.  And no one’s

rea l ly  suggested turn ing back the
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clock,  but  the  other  th ing is  no

one knows where  the s i ze  is

go ing.  And I  f ind  that  p retty,  not

that  surpr is ing but  i t  fee ls

surpr is ing that  no  one sees—you

know,  whether  i t  be  admin ist ra -

t ion . . .

There’s no foresight into where is
it, what do they want? As an
admissions team we go out there
with responsibilities to—well, we
don’t really recruit, but it’s more to
spread the news of some of this
information about our school, and
it continues to grow every semester.
At worst, I think in the fourteen
years I’ve been doing admissions
it’s been flat once or twice but it’s
never gone down. It just keeps
growing. And it’s sort of alarming
and I don’t know how, if, and why
they should do that. 

Is  there  any  word  f r om wher -

ever—sideways,  on  h igh—about ,

“Th is  is  how many students  we

can accept  th is  semester?”

No.

So i t ’s  how many. . .

Yes. Whoever shows up and can get
into classes at registration is
allowed in. You know, you know,
we have open admissions. We don’t
necessarily anymore mean it’s guar-
anteed; there’s gonna be some
modifications on that. But, basi-
cally, if the student applies and gets
the transcripts in and wants to
register for classes, they can do
that. There is no deadline for an
application. So if the growth was
ten percent, as best they could,
they would try to put them in
some place. And I see it just jump-
ing away every—especially every
Fall—three percent, five percent,
six percent growth. And I can’t
even explain why I somehow feel
that at some point there should be
a limit on it or, “What is it going
to be?” It will be like trying to row

the Queen Elizabeth, you know. It
gets huge, and especially with a
school like Columbia where so
much is dependent on equipment
and facilities and access to all this
stuff. That’s what you tell the kids
when you go out there, and it’s
gonna be harder and harder to
supply that kind of experience for
these students as it gets bigger.

Someone made the comment  that

i f  Co lumbia  r eta ined a l l  the

students  i t  accepted i t  wou ld

gr ind  to  a  ha l t  because there

wouldn’ t  be—you ta lked about

equ ipment ,  you know,  that  i f

these peop le ,  i f  there  wasn’ t  a

ver y  s ign i f icant  at t r i t ion ,  and

th is  was a  cer ta in  depar tment

that  was say ing h is  depar tment

at  least—it  cou ldn’ t  mainta in .

Right.

Is  that  what  Admiss ions has. . .

See, that’s what’s been happening.
We’ve always known they were
gonna, through attrition, lose this
many students per year and then
Admissions would replace those
students with new freshmen and
transfer students and still have
school growth. But as the efforts
for, you know, assessment and
retention take hold and there’s
more attention given to continuing
students to keep them here, and if
we keep the admissions growth rate
up, figure it out, the math. That
would be a great thing if we could
retain more students, but what do
we do then, maybe put an admis-
sions deadline on the application?
We don’t, this is all unknown.

No,  and I  th ink,  but  th is  is  inter -

est ing because,  you know,  I

wanted to  ta lk  about—and we’ re

maybe a  l i t t le  b i t  out  o f  o r der—

but  the cha l lenges that  Co lumbia ,

you know,  in  your  eyes is  go ing

to  have to  face and th is  is  obv i -

ous ly  one o f  them,  that  maybe

admiss ions is  the  f i rs t  p lace

where . . .

Yeah, to keep up with open admis-
sions you have to go along with
that. You can’t start introducing
maybe, “What percentage of your
class are you in or what’s your GPA
percentage?” I don’t know.

And is  par t  o f  the  miss ion  or  that

open admiss ions,  so  that  you

don’ t  b reeze that ,  has  that

changed over  the  years? Not

necessar i l y  your  commitment  to

i t ,  but  what  open admiss ions

means? D id  i t  mean someth ing

d i f fe rent  in  the  ‘80s than i t  does

in  the ‘90s,  where  you’ r e  say ing

that  more  and more students  are

coming r ight  out  o f  h igh  schoo l?

Are  other  cha l lenges ra ised by

that  o r  is  i t  s imply,  aga in ,  those

numbers  that  keep growing,  that

that ’s  the  cha l lenge o f  open

admiss ions?

Yeah, and interestingly, we attract
very bright students. It’s not only
that, “Well, I can at least get into
Columbia.” You know, that that’s
the kind of student that will end
up coming here. I talked to a
young man today from a very selec-
tive Catholic boys high school,
Catholic high school, was brilliant,
you know, probably a Merit
Scholarship winner, whatever, and
he’s probably gonna be coming here
to study film. So it’s kind of always
been that way: a real mixture of
students’ abilities from high school.
I don’t think very many of the kids
that I’ve talked to over the years
have come here just because they
could get in here.

And cou ldn’ t  go  e lsewhere .

And couldn’t go elsewhere, which
was one of the things that, initially,
high school counselors thought was
happening. But we also host every
year a high school open house.
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When these people get on our
campus and see all the things that
we have, which are so different
from other colleges and universi-
ties, they fall in love with it.

Has changed the,  I  mean has

more and more counse lors  come,

maybe ta lk  to  that  a  l i t t le  b i t .

Oh, they all want to come. In fact,
the one we’re having this year on
May eighth, every school I go to
the whole staff wants to go. Many
of them come every year. They
really love the experience of coming
down here, exploring the facilities.
They know they’re not gonna see a
football field and a fraternity house
and some of them are not sure what
they’re going to see but when they
do they understand it, they start
recommending it, it’s really impor-
tant for us to get them to...

The image o f  Co lumbia—through

the eyes o f  h igh  schoo l  coun -

se lo rs—and how that ’s  changed

Right. I think we were, back then,
seen as more of a trade school and
not a real college. Even though we
got our accreditation at some point,
it was just before I came to
Columbia in ‘74, it took a while for
that to click in. Funny thing is
now, I go to the New Triers and the
Lake Forests and Hinsdale Centrals
and their perception of Columbia is
not only positive, “Oh, that is such
a good school. We’ve heard so
many things about Columbia
College,” also, “We’ve had students
that have come back to tell us how
much they love it.” And they read
about it a lot in the papers too. I
mean, PR does a good job of
making sure that any accomplish-
ments that our students do are in
the newspapers. So finally it’s just
become a cool place and included
in where they would recommend
their students to go. “Oh, well
film: NYU, USC, Columbia...,” in

the same breath without pausing,
it’s not “Well, there’s always
Columbia.” You don’t hear that
anymore, not at all. It’s been amaz-
ing. And parents too, “Oh, I’ve
heard that’s such a good school.”
It’s sort of a sexy kind of thing,
they really think it’s terrific. 

And do you see that ,  what  do I

want  to  ask,  that  cou ld  that

become even more o f  a  burden,

i ts  acceptance? Does i t  mean

that  i t ’s  an  a l te rnat ive  that

peop le  are  f ina l l y  d iscover ing or

does i t  mean i t ’s  becoming main -

st r eam and cou ld  that  be  more

prob lemat ic?  Do you understand?

It’ll never be mainstream.

Why not?

Probably, because of the majors
that it offers, the kind of students
that it attracts who are interested
in the creative process. There’s
something that you can’t even
explain. It’s just in the, institutions
carry personalities just like people
do and this place is, I think, never
going to be, you know, about
straight white-bread traditional
stuff. Traditional it can be, there’s
nothing wrong with that, you
know, in helping certain things go
along more easily, there’s nothing
wrong with that. But I think it
will always be a little ultra, a little
different, because of what the
majors are and its inclusiveness. I
never have seen that disappear. In
fact, I’ve seen it just—I’m so proud
of that, you know, that students I
know whatever school I’m going to,
the inner city and Lake Forest,
they’ll feel welcome here. It’s going
to be maybe different for some of
these students, but I just think that
that’s one of the strengths, the
biggest strength of the school. It’s
funny, I don’t often talk about that
when I’m out talking to groups of
students but I guess I really believe
that.

Just ,  and then we’ l l  move on to

another  top ic ,  that  you sa id ,

when you were  ta lk ing about

when you were  f i rs t  here  and

work ing in  the  F i lm Depar tment

and you were  say ing i t  was so

much fun .  And i t  sounds l ike

some o f  that  had to  do wi th  your

s i tuat ion ,  you know,  as  a  s ing le

parent  and f ind ing th is  job ,  th is

p lace that  you f i t .  D id  i t  s top

be ing fun ,  and i f  i t  s topped be ing

fun was that  because o f  the  s i ze

or  what ,  cou ld  you address  that

or  expand on that?

It was something I better not...

We won’t  go  there .  So we were

ta lk ing about  some o f  the  th ings

that  changed at  Co lumbia . . .

It got more bureaucratic, I noticed,
when I came back in Admissions
by that time. It just seemed that it
was not as much of a—it seemed
like we could do so many things by
hand, by personal involvement, by
alternate ways that weren’t so cold
when it was less large, almost pre-
computer. And we did it, you
know. And certainly as it grew so
large you couldn’t keep that up,
there was no way. But, yeah, the
bureaucracy, the politics, all of that
has grown and made things more
complicated all the way around. I
worry about that sometimes.

You mean fo r  i ts  future?

Yeah.

That  you see those th ings cont in -

u ing to  grow. . .

Yeah. I think all institutions strug-
gle with bureaucracy in the work-
place and as for growth, how do
you adapt and keep a humane oper-
ation going? That’s what I yearn
for, is that humanness for the
students and for the people who
work here. And when you have an
increased bureaucracy, as the
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complexity grows, it just gets all
tangled up and people, I think, feel
lost, sort of invisible.

That ’s  interest ing,  you ta lk

about ,  you know,  the nature  o f

inst i tut ions .  That  the ear ly  days

of  Co lumbia ,  wi thout  peop le  even

say ing i t ,  i t  does not  sound l ike

i t  was an inst i tut ion .

I don’t know what it was, I’ve never
seen anything like it. It wasn’t,
certainly, like any college I had ever
seen. It was, I suppose it even took
me a while to accept it as a college,
this place. I mean, you take this
rickety elevator up and... I don’t
know.

You ment ioned i t  wouldn’ t  be

unusua l  to  d rop into  the

Pres ident ’s  o f f ice  and have a

chat  wi th  h im.  Te l l  me a  l i t t le  b i t

about  your  impress ions o f  Mike

Alexandro f f ,  what  you fee l ,  you

know,  he d id  fo r  Co lumbia . . .

He was the heart and soul of this
place, a great, compassionate
believer in the rights of people. He
was so proud of this place. He
worked so hard. And I do think it
was his efforts, it is, I mean, it has
become—Columbia is a way
distance from what he first envi-
sioned what it could be, maybe
different than what he wished it
could be. But somebody who, I
don’t know, so deeply cared about
the mission of the school and the
people who worked here and
students who went here.
Occasionally now, I run into
parents of students that I’m talking
to at college nights, at programs,
that come up and say, “I went to
Columbia College. Is Mike still
there?” I say, “No, Bert is.” “Oh,
OK.” Everybody knew him. And...

Do you r emember  when you f i rs t

met  or  any  ear ly  conversat ions  or

meet ings?

I think there were so few people

here I met everybody rather
quickly. But it’s so funny, I never
was intimidated, maybe when I
first met him, he was the College
President. His door was open. You
could go and plop on a chair, “So
Mike, what’s happening?” And
then you could have a conversation.
And he was so welcoming to that.
And so you never felt like it was as
hierarchical as maybe I feel like the
place is now. It was so, it was more
of an equality.

I  th ink i t ’s  impor tant ,  you know,

to  have some compar ison,  but

descr ipt ions  o f  atmosphere ,  env i -

r onment  then and now. . .

We always used to go to opening
day at both Cubs’ park and Sox
park: Paul Johnson, Mike, Bert, a
couple of secretaries; there might
be a gang of twelve or fifteen of us
that would pile into cabs and go, in
forty-five degree weather, to the
opening day of, you know, Wrigley
Field and Comiskey Park. See what
I mean? Have a beer, eat dogs, all
lined up freezing, and that was a
ritual.

That ’s  a  great  stor y.  Any  other

anecdotes l ike  that?  I  have not

heard  that  yet .

Every graduation there would be
about ten, twelve, twenty of us,
whatever, that would pile in the
limousines. And we’d just be crazy,
we’d stay all night and end up
some place for breakfast, I’d come
home at dawn. If it was dark out
the night wasn’t over yet, you
know. We would just go out.

So that ,  i t  sounds l ike  ever y

graduat ion  was a  cause fo r  ce le -

b rat ion  not  on ly  amongst  the

students  that  were  graduat ing

but . . .

We celebrated the completion of
another... exactly. And there was

that warmth and fun and shared
experience that we laughed about,
and Mike would wax nostalgic
about the old days when he would
pass out the paychecks by hand and
worry that there was enough
money. So he would hold court and
we’d listen to him. And we’d have
limousines and it was just a blast. 

I  th ink that ’s  a  ver y  i l luminat ing

p icture  that  I  wou ld  th ink is  p rob -

ab ly  ra re  at  inst i tut ions  o f  h igher

educat ion  where  the facu l ty,

admin ist rat ion ,  sta f f  r ea l l y  fe l t  a

par t  o f  th is  graduat ing c lass .

That  seems,  I  don’ t  know.

Right, and these parents I was
telling you about who I see now,
the mothers and fathers of the kids
I’m recruiting, loved it. You know,
memories of the darkrooms and the
film cage and the—and many of
them are working in the industry.
Some of them went on to do differ-
ent things but more and more
frequently I’m finding parents of
kids I’m recruiting. And that
makes sense, I mean, this school’s
gotten big and enough time has
passed

A cha l lenge that  other  depar t -

ments  have ta lked about  that  I

wonder  i f  you cou ld  address  work -

ing  in  Admiss ions,  that  s i ze ,  they

haven’ t  a lways gotten increased,

you know,  increased numbers

they ’ve  gotten,  but  not  a lways

ext ra  teachers .  Has the

Admiss ions Of f ice  had to  grow

along with  the students  or,  you

now,  does that  work load,  the

burden. . .

Let me tell you a story. Before I
started admissions there was a
woman named Margaret Lyman
who was still working at Columbia
in 1984, and she’s still a good
friend of mine. In fact, I talked to
her yesterday on the phone; she’s
now eighty-one. She, when, this is



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 u d y  D y k e

1 6 6

a good story, Margaret’s husband
Thaine Lyman was the chairman of
Broadcasting at Columbia in the
old days, which turned into the
Television Department. He also
worked at WGN but he was an—
she is somebody you should talk to,
she lives in Wilmette; I could give
you the information about her and
she’s a wonderful storyteller:
Margaret Lyman. Do you want her
phone number? (Laughs) We had
some sort of in-house admissions
operation. People dropped in, they
could pick things up but never had
Columbia, had Columbia gone out
to recruit like there schools: visit-
ing the high schools, the day visits,
attending college fairs at nights. So
she was the first one to do it, she
did it all by herself. There are over
three hundred high schools in the
Chicago area alone. And in about
five years, from the time she started
until she had been here five years, I
think the growth of the school’s—
you could check this, but about
seventy percent. She had come, she
was married to Thaine—the chair-
man of the TV Department—had
been a rep, she used to run her own
market research business, had been
a rep for the College of St. Teresa in
Minnesota. And many of the local
counselors knew her coming from
this traditional Catholic school in
Minnesota, “You’re reping who?
Columbia?” That was major, for her
to, because they had her ear, she
had their ear, they knew her and
they weren’t going to be disrespect-
ful to her. Whereas they might
have just rolled their eyes and,
“OK, OK, give me what you have.”
They would sit and listen to her
because, just who she was. There
was an enormous growth in those
years when she started. She started
the first counselor open houses. We
all then—I was at Film then,
because I was the secretary then.
She’d treat everybody to prime rib
dinner at the Cart restaurant, which

is where that Chinese restaurant is.
There used to be a restaurant there
with, you know, eighty year old
waiters. It was like old timey
Chicago where they had prime rib,
the chef carved off and it was, you
know, martinis and rib meat and
cigarettes. And the counselors were
herded in there for a wonderful
luncheon after they had seen the
different things at the school. It
just exploded after that and she
worked until she was almost eighty
years old. I think she might have
been, she retired at, possibly,
seventy-seven. Her last job was to
recruit out of state. She would do
the St. Louis area...

That ’s  at  the  age o f  seventy -

seven?

Uh-huh. She finished before she
turned eighty but she might have,
she was in her late seventies when
she retired and she was great. She
could relate to the kids, she could
relate to the counselors. So now we
have a staff of twelve counselors.
Some of them in-house; some of
them out-house like me, where I
strictly go on the road and go to
the high schools. But it’s, the staff
has gotten real big, we just hired
two new counselors.

Now are  those fu l l - t ime pos i -

t ions?

Uh-huh.

Oh wow,  twelve  fu l l - t ime. . .

Well, let’s see... about five people
on the road.

How has that  changed f r om the

mid - ’80s when you f i rs t  star ted?

There were three of us...

Three,  OK.

...plus a couple of people on
campus. Bonny Lenin, who still
works here, she’s been at Columbia
a long time. And there were maybe
two or three people on campus,

Bonny’s been here almost twenty
years. And then Margaret on the
road and then Howard Hildebrandt
who started fourteen years ago, the
same time I did, in Admissions.
That made us three on the road and
now there’s probably five of us on
the road, six.

What—if  you were  k ing—what

th ings,  look into  Co lumbia ’s

future ,  you know,  k ind  o f ,  what

do you see on the hor i zon and

what  areas do you th ink need to

be st rengthened here  and what

areas. . .  and,  you know,  and

again ,  I  know you’ve  touched on

some issues a l r eady  but  what

so lut ions  might  you,  what  th ings

would  you change or  address  i f

you had the power,  you know,

tomorrow?

I would hope that this becomes—
this would be a place where people
feel honored working at, that
there’s respect given to faculty,
staff. That it’s a, that there’s more
of a mutual respect school-wide. I
would like to see, this is hard, more
[forms], more attention to perform-
ances and through, not only, you
know, we have our student body
doing some things but make it a
creative center, you know, how the
School of the Art Institute has the
Film Center and there’s a lot of
invited panelists and filmmakers.
Interesting, when I worked for
Tony in the Film Department, at
that time, once a year he would
bring in a Frank Capra, a King
Vidor, a Buck Henry. Roger Ebert
was teaching, Joe Mantegna was
teaching Acting for Films. Roger
Ebert, on the same Friday after-
noon, was teaching Film Criticism.
But to make that, “Wow, you
know, that’s a neat place not only
to study but a center for this kind
of thing.” I suppose that’s hard to
develop, the college community. I
remember how excited the kids
would be when we’d get these
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visiting filmmakers come in and
talk to them for two or three hours.
They do get some of that here but
even a bigger center for that kind
of thing. Get the big poets in and
the big authors in. There’s some-
thing so exciting about that even if
those people aren’t teaching here,
their presence. Photo does some of
that, they have a great photo
lecture series. And other depart-
ments do it sporadically but there
could be so much more done, where
the kids feel that they’re in the
presence of exciting stuff going on.

I  was gonna ask,  that ’s  a  fee l ing

that  you’d  l ike  to  r e i te rate . . .

It happened more in the old days:
Duane Michaels, the photographer,
these people were visitors to the
school. I’m sorry, I interrupted you.

No,  no,  expand on that .  Who were

some o f  the  other  peop le  that

came that  made th is  more  o f  a

creat ive  center  at  that  t ime? And

did  they  address  the students ,

would  these be guest  lectures?

Yes, well, the Photo Department
still does that, I believe, on a regu-
lar basis. But they would do work-
shops with the students or they
would, like they had a seminar on
the weekends, they invited guests
and residents for the weekend. For
a while, in the Film Department, a
man named Eddie Adler—who was
a screenwriter, former President of
the Screenwriters’ Guild—was a
guest speaker in residence for a
semester. He flew in from New
York... maybe once a week to teach
a couple classes. And it was just,
there was more involvement of
accomplished stars or people
outside of Chicago being invited to
participate either as teachers or
lecturers. Unless I’m being nostal-
gic and it’s not changed 

But  I  l ike  that  idea o f  a  c reat ive

center  and that  isn ’ t  someth ing

that  has to  be d imin ished by  s i ze .

I t  cou ld  be. . .

No, that should, in fact, be more of
a mandate that we get that. And
there should be the resources for
that. I wish we had—in my perfect
school we’d have a beautiful audito-
rium where we could have some of
these kind of events. We do real
well with what we have but it
would be really nice to have some
sort of a, you know, a center for
invited people to lecture and to
perform, show their work.
Something rather than just, “Photo
does this and Film does that and
Fiction does that.” Some kind of
cooperative thing within the
school. 

I  get  the  impress ion that  some-

t imes Co lumbia  doesn’ t  make use

of  maybe some o f  i ts  own great

resources and peop le  that  a re

rea l ly  nat iona l ly,  in ternat iona l ly

known.  Cou ld  you maybe speak to

that  o r  do  you brag a  l i t t le  about

that?

Oh, all the time. I say, “My daugh-
ter Karen the photography student,
do you know who her teacher was?
John White. You might want to
know, well, who is John White?
Well, he won a Pulitzer Prize and
he’s the head photojournalist for
the Chicago Sun-Times.” So I draw
in names of people who they might
not know by name but let them
understand that they’re gonna be
studying with people who are
important in their fields. So I try to
learn as much about the names of
the people from the different
departments and use them when
it’s appropriate to get them excited

Sure ,  I  th ink that  would  be. . .

Jonathan studied with Bill Russo.
Jonathan’s a composer but to have
Bill Russo as a teacher is an impor-
tant thing. And so, Gwendolyn

Brooks used to teach here, not
when I was here, I think that was
before I got here. 

And you ment ioned Eber t .

He used to teach here on Friday
afternoons along with Joe
Mantegna. When Joe was at—oh, I
had such a crush on him—he was
at the Organic Theater as part of
their ensemble and then went on to
do quite a few films in Hollywood;
one of the nicest people I ever met.
And he and Roger taught on Friday
afternoons.

Any students  that  a re  par t icu -

la r ly,  bes ides your  own two ch i l -

d r en,  that  st ick  out  in  your

memor y  or  may have come back

to teach?

Just one student. An alumni event
that they have every June, and
Charles Robert Carter was invited
as the Alumni of the Year and
presented with something and gave
a little talk. And he was a film
student, he had come right from
high school when I was working in
the Film Department, finished in
four years, traditional. And he’s
been a screenwriter and director out
in Hollywood all these years. And
so he, that was very important for
me to remember him and to see
him again. Jeff Jur, this quiet little
guy who was so gifted in film and
very sweet, very non-aggressive,
went on to do cinematography for
Dirty Dancing. And Declan
Quinn—who I used to take the El
home with to Rogers Park—his
brother, the rascal Aidan Quinn,
went on to become quite famous as
an actor. He was never meant for
film school, but Declan went on to
finish and did the cinematography
for Leaving Las Vegas, among other
films. All these kids I remember,
you know, just know people in class
and who had gone on to do really
great things.
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Ver y  interest ing.  F ina l l y,  you

know,  we’ re  gett ing toward  the

end o f  the  tape.  But  maybe i f  you

cou ld  just  f in ish  up ta lk ing

persona l ly  how Columbia ’s  in f lu -

enced you.  And aga in ,  maybe you

cou ld  even speak to ,  o r  r eturn  to

ta lk ing about  when you f i rs t  came

here  as  a  ver y  young person.  You

had two k ids ,  you were  d ivorced,

I ’m not  say ing that ,  but  was th is

your  f i rs t  fu l l - t ime job  or. . .

Yeah, because I had been substitute
teaching just as a way to earn some
extra money. And so this was sort
of going to be a little entry into the
full-time world that didn’t seem
too overwhelming, and little did I
know I would be here twenty-one
years later at the same place. I
think I’ve influenced Columbia and
certainly Columbia’s influenced me.

Maybe g ive  some examples  o f

both  o f  those.

Well, I’ve influenced Columbia, I
think, through my efforts in admis-
sion and recruitment and having
been a little bit older than some of
the other young recruiters out
there. Having had two kids gradu-
ate from here, I think, gave me
credibility in the eyes of counselors
and parents. And one of the things
I’m most proud of, again, maybe
this reflects back on the open
admissions, when we were in an
open house for students one year,
and this is one thing I’m very
proud of: There was a panel of
students that were going to talk to
the audience in the Getz, not the
Getz, in the Hokin Theater about
what it’s like to be a student at
Columbia. On the panel was my
daughter Karen—who was a
senior—next to her was Mary
Mitchell of the Chicago Sun-Times
now—but her name wasn’t
Mitchell then, that’s her new,

married name—but she’s a colum-
nist in the Chicago Sun-Times, and
then there was this young man
named Rafael Arzuada. I’ll never
forget his name and I knew who he
was because I recruited him from
the city school... high school. And
he said, “I never thought I could go
to college. I was a gangbanger, I
was doing drugs...,” he didn’t make
it sound quite that evil, I mean,
people weren’t fleeing out the back
doors, “and there was this woman
that came to my school and...” To
make it short, that he started to see
that there were possibilities for him
in college. He came to Columbia,
suit and tie. He was, I think, work-
ing on campus in Mark Kelley’s
office or the Academic Advising
Office. Public relations major,
graduated, so, you know, for me...

And you were  the one that  had

v is i ted  h im,  r ecru i ted?

Yeah, so I’m more proud of Rafael
then a lot of else I’ve done. And I
know that I probably, just through
my sheer caring about this place,
that comes through. People say,
“You’re so enthusiastic, you must
love it there.” That’s how I think
I’ve made an influence. 

And where  would  he have gone. . .

I don’t know.

No,  that ’s  p retty  p ro found.

It is. And it wasn’t, you know, I
probably didn’t speak to him that
long at the school but, “There’s a
place I can go?” He was so ready to
assume that, his self-esteem was
probably pretty down and he was
envisioning the kind of dead-end
life that a lot of his friends had
gotten involved with and some-
thing magical that clicked. He had
enough confidence to apply and to
stay here and to get what he
needed. So, if you reach some of
those people, that’s swell, that’s

really great. For the ones that, you
know, don’t make it or they should-
n’t have come here or flunk out or
whatever, there’s the ones that do
make it and this school gave them
that chance.

I  th ink i t ’s  a  good t ime to  end up

th is .


