
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

R o s e A n n a  M u e l l e r

All right, it’s October 31, 2001. This
is an interview with RoseAnna
Mueller, Professor of Foreign Languages
in Humanities in the Department of
Liberal Education at Columbia College
Chicago.

And we’ l l  s tar t  the  inter v iew by

ask ing you to  when d id  you come

to Co lumbia  and what  were  the

c i r cumstances that  sur rounded

your  a r r i va l?

I had been teaching at a commu-
nity college not too far from here,
Morton College and I was on
sabbatical from that job and that
spring I happened to look at an ad
in the Tribune. And the ad was for
a humanities generalist, and the
way the description was written,
they made it sound like my ideal
job, like I, I would have written
the ad myself. So I decided even
though I had a full time job that I
would apply, and I did. 

And I was offered the position and
came here in 1991, in the fall of
1991. However, during my inter-
view when they discovered that I
had been doing a lot of work with
foreign languages, rather than just
teach humanities they decided to
offer me the humanities generalist
position but also to sweeten the pot
a little more and bring me here and
make it interesting for me. They
decided that they also needed a
foreign language supervisor to give
some, some form and shape to what
was then a very rudimentary
language program that needed
beefing up and, and supervision. So
I started with teaching two human-
ities courses, one foreign language
and then putting together what
was really a foreign language
program.

Fi rst  why don’ t  you ta lk  a  l i t t le

b i t  i f  you r emember  what  was i t

about  the ad i f  that—i f  you had

wr i t ten i t ,  that  would  have been

the ad you wrote ,  but  what

int r igued you.

Well, I had been teaching a class
called Humanities Through the
Arts and I, I liked the way that
students were learning that way
and that, that was part of the ad.
The ad said that this was a school
that specialized in the arts and
communication, and I liked the, I
liked the title of humanities gener-
alist because that’s, that’s what I
always wanted even, even though I
didn’t know it at the time.

And descr ibe  your  f i rs t  impres -

s ions  o f  Co lumbia .  Had you heard

anyth ing about  i t  be fore  you

app l ied  and ar r i ved here? D id

your  impress ions match the r ea l -

i ty  o r,  o r  d id—

I actually—I had heard of
Columbia College and I had been
here because at Morton, I was
doing an honors program. I had
been asked to put together an
honors program called the Metro-
politan Scholars. And the program
was—had, had to serve three func-
tions. Number one, it was to show
students who, who were going to,
to a community college that if they
worked hard they would be
accepted as a four-year school. So I
was reaching out and branching out
with colleges in Chicago like the
University of Chicago and
Northwestern, all the four-year
colleges and I also brought them to
Columbia. 

So my, my first trip here was years
before I even taught here. And at
that point, I liked the way the
students were treated by the
administration. I liked they way we
were invited to come and I liked
they way they—the students were
encouraged. If you can make it
through these two years at the
community college we’d be happy
to have you. So I knew that
Columbia and I knew that their
mission was different and special.
So when I saw the ad I, I jumped at
it immediately.

And what—maybe before  we go

on,  i f  you cou ld  speak to  what

some o f  the  d i f fe rences between

teach ing at  a  community  co l lege

and coming here—were there

th ings that  got  better?  Were

there  th ings that  got  worse or

maybe—

You know—

—looking at the student popula-
tion, or can you even make a
(inaudible).
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It’s, it’s interesting that, that at my
interview I was asked, “how do you
feel about teaching at an open
admissions college?” And I said,
“that’s what I’m doing now. The
community college is open admis-
sions.” And it meant open admis-
sions for people out of high school,
for people who had not done well
in high school, for adults who—
this was their first. So I really
didn’t find that that was going to
be challenging to me. I, I knew
how to do that already. The only
difference here was we didn’t have a
lot of adults. 

I—when I first came the popula-
tion was definitely 18, 19 and 20
year olds. But I had those too at the
community college. I was also
asked, “would I mind teaching at
an urban college?” and I said, “no,”
because that’s where I went. I went
to a school in New York City and it
was an urban campus. And you
know the elevator connected the
floors and there was on quad. So
this was—this felt like home to
me.

What were  some o f  the  courses

that  you f i rs t  taught  and can you

descr ibe  some o f  the  courses

that  you’ve  deve loped here?

Well, strangely enough since I
came in 1991, I immediately
started a class because I knew at the
time there would be a lot of inter-
est in 1492. And you know
through my conferences and profes-
sional journals and all of that I real-
ized that people were gearing up,
you know, about the conquest. So
I—

The ann iversar y  o f—

The anniversary of the 500th
anniversary of the so-called discov-
ery of the Americas.

Right .

So I proposed a class called 1492,
discovery, invasion or encounter
and so I taught that for a whole
year. And eventually that class
became the Latin-American Art,
Literature, and Music. So that
developed that (inaudible).

And that  is  i t  a  permanent

of fe r ing?

That is a permanent offering which
is also part of our Latino-Hispanic
minor. I was also able to introduce
Italian and the, the Latino-Hispanic
minor and I am currently working
on the women and gender study
minor.

Okay,  and we’ l l  come back to

that  but  i f  we can maybe look at

the,  the—

The classes?

—wel l  and the,  and the language

programs that  you were  brought

in—not  on ly  oversee i t  but  i t

sounds l ike  organ ize  i t .  What ,

what  d id  you have to  do that  and

what ,  what  d id—what  was

expected o f  you and then how d id

you shape i t?

At the time what was being taught
was Japanese one and two, French
one and two and Spanish one and
two. I developed Spanish three and
I also realized that it was a whole
population here that needed special
attention so I developed a class
called Spanish for Native Speakers.
And then Italian, also overseeing
the, the instruction, overseeing the
part timers and you know how they
were teaching and bringing up the
standards and discussing text
books. 

Also at that point we decided that
the students needed tutors and the,
the Liberal Education Department
sponsored tutors so that student
could come and get help for free in

all of the languages they were
taking. We also started taking
tapes for them to do at home. We
don’t have a language lab. We, we
never have had one and since we
don’t have the major in languages
we really can’t justify one. So we
now make tapes that students can
listen to individually. 

I was also asked through the center
for teaching and learning a year ago
if I wanted to have a class for
faculty and staff. And we call that
class getting along in Spanish. It’s
during lunch hours. I taught it two
semesters. This is my third semes-
ter teaching it. And there’s enough
of an interest so that next semester
I’ll be teaching, getting along too.

And maybe ta lk  a  b i t  about  that .

Were they  popu lar?  D id  they  f i l l—

Yes.

—and what ,  and,  and exp la in

that .  Why do you th ink—

Well I think a lot of people are
looking for development, personal
development. I think they also need
to show to the administration that
they’re continuing in their educa-
tion. There’s a lot of interest in, in
being able to communicate more
with the large Latino population we
have. And some people have said,
“well I took it in high school and
didn’t learn anything, so I thought
maybe this would serve as a good
refresher.” 

So there’s many reasons. Some want
to travel. Some want to refresh
what they know. Some don’t know
anything and want to learn from
scratch. Some are interested in the
culture. But I think personal devel-
opment is important, and I think
the school is beginning to stress
that.
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Okay.  I f  you cou ld—a lot  o f

peop le  are  ta lk ing about ,  and at

the r ecent  facu l ty  r et r eat  that

came up,  the  r e lat ionsh ip  o f  the

Depar tment  o f  L ibera l  Educat ion

to  the co l lege.  I f—could  you

speak to  that ,  how that ’s

changed in  the decade or  so  that

you’ve  been here .  Has there  been

a pos i t ive  change and i f  so ,  you

know,  what  have you seen?

I, I think we have a long way to go.
It’s definitely changing from when
I first came here when it was very
much little fiefdoms. We, I—you
know that’s always been what you
hear, that each department has been
a little fiefdom sort of guarding its
own territory. I think Columbia
was at a point a few years ago
where they had to decide what were
they going to be. Were they really
going to be a four-year collage or
were they going to be a trade
school or an art school? And I
think at some point a decision had
to be made. 

And if they wanted to be a four-
year college, which I think is what
they want to be and compete with,
with and give a, you know, a BA
and an MA and a BSA and all of
those degrees. I think they realized
that they had to really invest and,
and pump up and beef up whatever
you want to call it the core curricu-
lum areas, English, Science, Math.
And I think that’s, that’s what I’ve
seen happening. I think those,
those areas have been strengthened.
Now is it where it needs to be? 

I think there’s a lot of work to be
done, but I see a lot of work in, in
many other directions too. I think
the general—the people who, who
provide gen, gen ed and the people
who provide what is called the
professional aspect of education
really need to talk to each other
more.

So i t  has  to  come f rom with in

what  is  now what  is  ca l led  the

schoo l?

Yeah, I think the restructuring is, is
going to help a lot.

Do you th ink how and ta lk ing

spec i f ica l l y  about  the Depar tment

of  L ibera l  Educat ion  now with in

that  la r ger  scope,  do  you th ink

that  the way l ibera l  ed  sees i tse l f

matches how the r est  o f  the

co l lege sees l ibera l  ed?

I don’t think so. I think there’s a
real disjuncture there. Just as, just
as we don’t know what they’re
doing, I don’t think they know
what we’re doing. And I think you
know dialogue has to start, a
conversation has to start about what
kinds of learning go on and, and
how a major can be enhanced
through the right classes and, and
general studies.

And how do you see that

happening?

Again, I don’t think we’re talking
to each other as much as, as we
should. I, I don’t think we know
what each other does. We see each
other at the retreat and then we’re
talking about other issues. But you
know I, I visit other classes because
of the supervisor as a coordinator. I
have to visit other classes and I
know what’s going on in Liberal
Education, but I’ve never seen how
a class is taught in any of the other
parts of the school which would be
interesting.

Yeah.  We ta lked about  hav ing a

ret reat  on  campus,  tours  fo r

facu l ty  and you know that ’s  some-

th ing ( inaud ib le) .  Wel l  r e lated to

that  what ,  in  your  own words ,

how would  you def ine  the miss ion

of  the  co l lege and has that  s ince

you’ve  been here  changed or  been

redef ined in  any  way?

Well the mission has always been to
create students who, you know,

quote, author the culture of their
time. Now I’m hearing the word in
the next ten years it’s going to be
the premier school of, of this. So I
guess now we’ve set some real goals
of when, when we’re going to do it.
And, and how we’re going to do it
and what it’s going to take to do it.

And does,  and maybe we can ta lk

a l i t t le  b i t  about  your  academic

and,  and maybe persona l  inter -

ests  and how that  t ies  in .  How,

how is  l ibera l  educat ion  or  have

you fe l t  we lcome and wi l l  that—

do you see that  as  be ing a  par t

o f  the  future  o f  th is  schoo l?

I think Liberal Education has to
play a very crucial role in, in the
future of this school. And things
like the cultural studies major, that
we’re developing in our department
I think points in that direction. 

Okay,  maybe you shou ld  speak to

that  and then,  and next  we’ l l  ta lk

about  the,  you know,  how you

fee l  about  the cu l tura l  s tud ies

and the impor tance o f  hav ing a

major  perhaps and then we need

to  ta lk  about  the women’s  stud -

ies ,  minor.

Well I’m not on the Committee for
Cultural Studies, so I really can’t
speak to it. I think I know what it’s
trying to do and I think it’s some-
thing we all do anyway. It’s just a
matter of giving it a name and
giving it a sequence. As far as the
Women’s Studies and Gender
Minor, we are the only school in
Chicago that doesn’t have anything
that addresses this issue. I think the
last statistics show that there are
more women than men at the
school. 

And all the literature points to the
fact that women have had very
little voice in the past few
centuries. They’ve had very few
classes, in which they can be
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inspired to see how other women
have handled—so I’m, you know
I’m very much in favor of this. I’m
going to add here that I have
applied for a center in Costa Rica
which is dedicated to the, to the
study of women and it’s always
interesting to see what other people
are doing. But for example, I knew
you’d be interested in this because
here’s what this school is trying to
do, and that is they have a whole
program which is dedicated to
women’s history, retrieving
women’s history.

The pro ject  to  save and r escue

women’s  h istor y.

I mean, why aren’t we doing this?

Right ,  r ight .  Who in i t iated the

women’s  stud ies?

I did.

You? Okay,  and maybe speak to

that .  Who d id  you br ing  on

board—you’ve  ta lked a  l i t t le  b i t

about  why i t  i s  needed here  and

d id  you—was i t  we l l  r ece ived and

suppor ted the whole  way a long or

d id  you have obstac les  that  you

had to  overcome?

The, the Women’s Studies Minor,
which was later changed to Women
and Gender Studies, was really the
tail end of a grant that I got
involved in. We received a Lilly
Grant, here at the college and I was
part of the team that helped to
write the proposal and then carry it
through. And basically the, the
umbrella term was diversity. But
then we started looking at other
kinds of diversity and we said well
women, you know, that, that’s
something we should look at. 

And at that point, but the grant
had run out. But the money had
run out. But the point of the grant
was to get seed, seed money so we
could get projects started that the
school would continue to, to

process and maybe support. So
there was a little bit of money left
over, enough so that I was given
the opportunity to do some back-
ground research on how to get
something started here. So I started
looking at what else everyone else
was offering. And, and that really
grew out of that Lilly Diversity
Grant. 

And what  year  was that  grant?

Gee, it, you know, I’d have to go
and look it up.

Okay.

I’d have to look up my—it was a
three year-long grant and, we, we
were able to sponsor a class—the
Italian class was an outgrowth of
that too because I said, “well, if
we’re looking at diversity here’s a
diverse group of students who are
looking to study this language.” So
women’s studies and, and the
Italian grew out of that. We had a
conference. We also had a publica-
tion. So it was a really exciting
grant. 

And then how d id  you t rans late

that  into  your  p roposa l  o f

p rogramming and how was that

rece ived?

Well, I, I basically went through
the catalog and I showed that we
were various departments. We’re
doing some aspect that involved
women in their courses. And it was
just a matter of having an introduc-
tory class and maybe a capstone
class. And then giving students a
coherent sense of how to go
through studying this. You know
take one—writing a menu saying
take three from here or two from
here. 

And that was how I had written up
the Latino Grant too. I was aware,
that for example, we were offering

Spanish and the Art Department
was offering three classes that had
to do with Mexican painting or
muralist painting, and various
other departments—film for exam-
ple had something in international
cinema. And once in a while they
would focus on a country in Latin
America. It was just a matter of
writing it up so that the students
would have a coherent set of, set of
classes to take. 

When I first came here, you got the
impression that students came here
because it was very hands on and
they could do whatever they
wanted and they could sign up for
Lab Tech Three, without taking
Lab Tech Two. And they could sign
up for a rather more advanced class
without taking Comp One and
Two, and then they would flounder.
I think one of the changes I have
seen while I’ve been here is that
students have been now prompted
to take one thing after another; in a
certain sequence. And that’s how I
see the majors and the minors
working. 

They, they give a sense of struc-
tured way of going through classes.
And now for example you have to
take freshman Comp One and Two
quite early in your career. I had
some registrations sessions where
students were ready to graduate
and hadn’t taken that. So I, I see
these as a way to really see a coher-
ence in what you’re studying and a
relatedness, too. I think a related-
ness just because something is
being offered from a different
department doesn’t mean it’s not
related to what you’re doing.

Traditionally, Columbia has been
known for nurturing entrepreneur-
ship and letting people experiment
and introduce new things. What
obstacles did you come about with
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the women’s studies and you know,
are they new obstacles? Would this
have happened do you think earlier
or—

I, I think the obstacles I faced were
purely political. And I think it has
to do with the little fiefdoms and,
and the fear that if students are
taking something outside of your
department then they might get
interest in the other department.

So that ’s  r ea l l y  a  un iversa l  theme

in  h igher  educat ion?

I believe so. I believe so.

Same here ,  here  as  ( inaud ib le) .

Let ’s  see,  I  don’ t  want  to  leave

women’s  stud ies  qu i te  yet ,  but

with  that  have you seen an inter -

est  o r  is  i t  f i l l ing  a  need that

peop le  are ,  a re  interested in ,  in

dec lar ing  a  minor?  Do they  do

that?  Do they  dec lare  a  minor  in

women’s  stud ies  or  how does that

work? D id  they—do they  enter

the program and star t  in  a

sequence and have you had

increased interest?

Well since it’s not done yet, it
hasn’t been announced yet, it still
has to go through the curriculum
committee. But it, but it, but it
works this way in the Latino
minors which is I, I draw up a
little, you know, little menu and
students who are interested come to
me and I’ll say, “well, you know,
here’s what you can take and you
have a choice. Make sure you do
this, this and this. And then you
have a graduation audit and then
you’re declared a minor.” 

And how many minors  does

L ibera l  Ar ts  have?

One.

Just  one? Now?

Yes.

And that ’s  the  Lat ino?

Yes.

And women’s  stud ies  wi l l  be  a

second?

Yes.

And i f  we get  the cu l tura l  s tud -

ies ,  that ’ l l  be  our  f i rs t  major?

Correct.

And aga in  do you th ink that ’s

par t  o f  the ,  the  maturat ion  o f  the

depar tment  that  were ,  I  don’ t

know,  growing up?

Yes.

—or tak ing a  p lace at  the  tab le

that—

Taking our place at the table, is a
good way to up it.

And what  are  your  p red ict ions

down the road? I  mean do you

th ink at  the  facu l ty  r et r eats

they ’ l l  have workshops on l ibera l

educat ion  where  the facu l ty  there

are  showing what  they ’ r e  inter -

ested in  o r  what  they ’ r e  work ing

on?

Why not, why not? You can do
that now. You can showcase your
work now.

Right ,  r ight .  I  guess I  assoc iate

that  st i l l  w i th  the other  depar t -

ments  that  a re  more ,  a re  more

h igh pro f i led .  And do you fee l  a

change in  the depar tment  s ince

you came here—

Definitely.

—of want ing i t  to ,  to  be  more or

d i f fe rent ,  o r  how would  you

descr ibe  i t?

I think we, we’ve always wanted to
have a more higher profile, but it
hasn’t—with, with things as they
were, it was not possible to do that.
I think individuals within the
department could establish a high
profile. But the department, as a
whole, wasn’t seen as a cohesive
unit of the people who were doing
that.

Now I  want  to  switch gears  just  a

l i t t le  and,  and speak to  you as  a

woman at  Co lumbia ,  your  impres -

s ion  o f  has  that  changed in

oppor tun i t ies  or  as  what  the ro le

o f  women might  be at  the

co l lege,  has  that  sh i f ted  or

changed?

I think it’s shifted. I think that
you, you see more women in, in the
administration which is a very good
thing. My first impression of
Columbia was that there was an old
boy’s network and it was very
active but that, that I think had to
do with the vision of the college.
The initial vision of the college
that it was run by a family out a,
you know, shop front and Mike
Alexandroff was very proud of the
fact that, you know. He heard an
interesting speaker and the next
day get on the phone and say, “I
want that person to teach here.” 

Well, okay, so that’s, that’s the way
it was. But I don’t think you can
run a four-year school, on that
model. And so since that has
changed I think, also the number of
women faculty and women admin-
istrators has had to reflect reality.
Who are we teaching? We’re not
just teaching men. We’re not just
teaching young men. We’re teach-
ing a lot of different kinds and I
think the administration and the
faculty has to reflect that reality.

And do you,  do  you th ink that

that  changes cer ta in  character is -

t ics  or  aspects  o f  the  ( inaud i -

b le)?  I  mean I  guess I  meant

( inaud ib le) .

Yeah, it makes it like real life.

Expla in  that  a  l i t t le  fu r ther.  You

know what ,  what  do women br ing

into  co l lege that  was miss ing

before?

Leadership. I think they bring lead-
ership. They bring a different
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teaching style and definitely a
different administrative style which
is good.

More—

Different.

—cooperat ive  or,  o r  d i f fe rent ,

okay.

Different, okay, it’s just different.
They, they handle, they handle
emergencies in a different way.
They look at life in a different way.
I don’t want to use the word
nurture, so I won’t.

Too overused,  r ight?

Yeah.

Okay,  what  do you th ink,  and,  and

we’ve,  we’ve  made these—

touched on some o f  these but

let ’s  ta lk  about  f r om your

perspect ive  what  the major  cha l -

lenges that  you th ink maybe you

cou ld  ident i fy  two or  th ree that

Columbia  has had to  face and

a lso  th ink successes.  And aga in

you know i f  we have ta lked about

i t ,  just—you can just  ment ion  i t

aga in—

Well—

—to note  them.

—as, as your project proves there,
there is a history here and there’s
also a mythology here. And I think
it’s nice to have a mythology, but
when that mythology holds you
back from being what you really
can be. I think it becomes danger-
ous. And I think you know. you
hear—I mean ever since I’ve come
here I, I hear about the Columbia
mission and the Columbia culture.
I think I know what the Columbia
culture is all about, although
there’s no real definition of it. 

But we’re made to feel as though
we’re different. We’re made to feel

as though we’re doing something
unique. But you know let’s face it,
we’re a four year urban institution
with a skyrocketing enrollment.
We can’t be that little ma and pa
shop run out of a storefront. We
have to be a real college. And that
has been a real adjustment. I’ve
been to curriculum meetings where
people have said, “you expect me to
write a syllabus, what’s that? I’ve
been teaching, you know, 30 years,
what, what do you mean all of a
sudden I have to have a syllabus?” 

So if you’re going to be a real
college you have to act like you are
and you have to have structure. You
have to have syllabi. You have to
have curriculum review. You can’t,
you know, get on the horn and call
interesting people. One of the
things that I’m—that kind of
surprises me, is that I’m also on the
Sabbatical and Faculty
Development Committee and there
are a lot of people who’ve been
teaching here for many, many years.
And I’m sure they’ve very good at
what they do, but they don’t have
their masters yet. 

And so they’re looking you know
when, when they take a sabbatical,
half—a lot of the times they’ll say,
well you know, I started my
masters X number of years ago and
now I really need to finish it. And I
think the, the review process, the
fact that we now have tenure and
five-year review has made people
rethink, what is it to be an
academic? And this is the real
difference between the depart-
ments. I think the people who
teach in gen ed are academics. They
have degrees. They’ve gone, you
know, through a certain—whereas
the people who teach in other
departments are good at what they
do, but maybe they don’t have that

academic background and now
they’re finding that they have to do
that.

Not  necessar i l y  because they ’ r e

expected to  but  they,  but  they

want  to  do i t  you th ink or—

I think because of the direction the
school is going.

And would  that  be ,  when you look

at  the successes do you th ink

someth ing l ike  putt ing in  p lace

the tenure  process wi th  the pos i -

t i ve  good that  that  has been a

pos i t ive  change fo r  the  co l lege?

I think so. Again if we’re going to
be a real school we have to have the
things that all the other schools
have.

Can we be that  r ea l  schoo l  and

mainta in  that  un ique character—

Absolutely.

—ident i ty?

I think you can do both.

You can do both?

I think you can do both.

And maybe exp la in  o r,  o r  g ive

your  ins ight  into  how that  can

happen,  because I  th ink a  lot  o f

peop le  fee l  i t ’s  e i ther  o r.

Well if you’re going to do either or,
what’s the either or. Either you
become a conservatory and a trade
school and then you don’t have to
have all that stuff that we’ve been
dealing with, or you become what
we are and then you have to have
all that other stuff in place.

Okay,  I  guess I ’ l l  ask you a

d i f fe rent  way that  what  can you

do here  that  you can’ t  do  in  other

four  year  inst i tut ions? You know

that—

Here? Myself?
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—like—right .

Personally?

Right ,  yeah,  you know what ,  what

can you do at  Co lumbia  as  i t

takes on these more t rad i t iona l—

I’ve always been an academic, the
traditional academic. I’m, I’m not
in those departments who are
threatened by the fact that—

Oh,  okay.

—we’ve become more academic. So
it, it doesn’t bother me.

But  I  guess I ’m not  ta lk ing so

much about  that  but  what—

when—with  Co lumbia ,  is  i t

becoming l ike  ever yone e lse  or—

More traditional?

Yeah.

I think so.

Or do you th ink i t ’s  mainta in ing

i ts  character?

Well the structure, the structure
has become more traditional, but
the structure and the character are
not necessarily tied together. I
think you could still have that—
well by, by virtue of being open
admissions, that, that’s going to be
what it is. We’re going to attract
the students who are—and I want
to talk about that. I want to talk a
little bit about the kinds of
students who are attracted here,
because this is related.

One of the things that makes it
very challenging and very positive
to be at Columbia is—and I have
taught at private institutions,
public institutions, state institu-
tions, community college—every-
where else I’ve been you get the
sense that people are marking time.
They’re there because they know
they have to be there for four years.
They’re there because their parents
want them to be there. You talk to

them and it’s like, why are you
here? Well my mom made me go
or you know, this is the thing I
have to do. 

One of the refreshing things about
Columbia College students and I
don’t know that they will do what
they say they’re going to do but at
least they come very, very prepared
to follow their dreams. They, they
think they want to be something.
Well that may change in the four
years they’re here. But at least they
have a sense of this is what I think
I can do. This is what I’m inter-
ested in. And that makes all the
difference. They’re not just mark-
ing time. 

They come here because they want
to be here. Whether or not they
succeed is a different story but at
least that spark is there, that initial
spark, that determination, that
sense that they feel talented in, in
some direction really makes a big
difference.

Can you g ive  some persona l—i f

you cou ld  share  a  coup le  o f

examples  o f  that  maybe with  your

own students  in  your  own c lasses

where  you’ve  seen someone,

maybe you’ve  had them more than

once or  deve lop or  f ind  some-

th ing?

Yeah, some have gone into teach-
ing. They’ve gone into bilingual
programs. They get involved in the
Spanish language and then they
find that it’s, it’s definitely a plus
on the market. A lot of them have
gone on to study abroad or go over-
seas or travel, having, having
known a little bit about the
language and the culture has
inspired them to do that. All kinds
of success stories.

Who are  some o f  the  ind iv idua ls

that  you’ve  met  at  Co lumbia  that

you e i ther  admire  or  that  you

th ink made a  par t icu la r  d i f fe r -

ence?

You know I haven’t been here long
enough to buy into the nostalgia of
the place. So I’m not, I’m not
going to speak to that. 

Okay,  okay.  Let ’s  ta lk—let ’s  go

back to  your  a reas o f  interest

then and how you see them—your

pro fess iona l  interests  and your,

your  persona l  interests  and

that—how do I  say  i t—cul tura l l y

the ausp ices that  they ’ve  looked

at ,  at  the  ar ts  that  perhaps

human re lat ionsh ips ,  human inter -

act ion ,  how have you brought

that  to  your  work,  to  the co l lege,

you know and to  the depar tment?

I  mean and have they  found a

home or  r e levance here?

Oh every—yeah, the things I
teach?

Yeah.

Have, have really found a home
here and I’ve been allowed to do all
kinds of things; starting from
doing special classes, special topics
classes, developing minors. Another
area I’m interested in is study
abroad and I’ve taken students—
well right now it’s in its initial
stages, but I’m doing semester
breaks. I’ve been able to take
students to Mexico. I’ve run three
trips to Mexico. 

One summer I took students to
Italy. And when I was on sabbati-
cal, I was able to take students to
Guatemala for their, their Easter
celebrations. And this is something
that I think more and more people
are interested in. If you were at the
retreat it was a real presentation on
how it changes people’s lives,
outlooks and I think an impas-
sioned plea for more of it, which is
definitely what I’m interested in.
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And what  do you th ink that  int ro -

duc ing other  cu l tures  and not

focus ing necessar i l y—because a

lot  o f  the ,  the  focus in  other

depar tments  would  be on the

cu l ture  o f  the  Un i ted States ,  not

exc lus ive ly  but  that  might  be

predominant .  What—maybe you

can speak to  the impor tance o f

that  and what  your  exper ience

has been in  int roduc ing to  the

students?

Well, you know, even if they never
learn about another culture, even if
they don’t agree or experience
another culture, I think it makes
them stop and think about what
culture is and examine why it is we
do the things we do; in this
culture. So even if, you know, it
makes you stop and think. Why do
I do the things I do? Who, who
taught me to do the things I do? 

Why, why do I get sanctioned for
some things and slapped for others?
And people never think about it
because they’re living it every day.
But unless you stop and really
analyze what culture is and how it
influences so much of your life, I
think it opens that in, into self-
examination. If, if not, the exami-
nation of, of another culture.

And maybe we can r eturn  to ,  to

just  what  you were  ta lk ing about

with  the study  abroad.  There

seems to  be a  r ea l  ca l l  o r  at ten -

t ion  p lay  f r om that .  Is  that  some-

th ing that  is  new? Is  that  some-

th ing that  you’ve  seen as  ident i -

f ied  as  perhaps lack ing and,

and—

I, I think the, the new administra-
tion certainly has an interest in that
whereas before we were more insu-
lar. So I think some attention will
be paid to that and I think people
have been doing it on their own,
anyway. The Film Department does
it and Randy Albers does it with

taking students to Prague and, and
writing there. Different people are
doing it, but there’s no one—you
know different people don’t know
that other people are doing it.

Right .

There’s no real course.

Wel l  d idn ’ t  you do wi th  D iane

Erpenbach or—

Yes, we’re going to—

You’ re  go ing to?

Yeah, the thing with Diane—

Talk  about  that—

—yeah, that’s interesting. As I
mentioned, I used to run these trips
myself and the Fashion and
Management Department runs a
trip also. And so we would always
ask each other, “well where are you
going this year and when are you
going?” So that we don’t, you
know, sort of step of each other’s
toes. Well this year something
interesting happened. They asked
me to join them as a leader. So now
Liberal Education is getting
involved with a trip that was really
the idea of someone from, from
marketing. And I think that’s the
way it should go. I, I would love to
see more interdisciplinary trips
planned. 

Jay Wolke, in Art and Design is
planning a four year—four week
trip to Florence. And he’s invited
me to give the humanities class
there. So, I think it’s interesting
that someone from the Art
Department is saying, hey, we need
a humanities person on board. We
just can’t teach drawing and paint-
ing. Let’s look at what, what made
Florence what it was in the 16th
century and why are we still feeling
the repercussions now.

I ,  I  don’ t  want  to  labor  th is  po int

too much because obv ious ly

these grew out  o f  persona l  r e la -

t ionsh ips  that  you’ve  had wi th

these peop le .

Yeah.

But  on another  leve l ,  i t  i s  par t -

nersh ips  wi th  the h igher  phys—

the more v is ib le  majors ,  par tner -

ing  wi th  L ibera l  Ed ,  which seems

new.  And aga in  maybe that  is

par t  o f ,  you know,  evo l—the

recent  evo lut ion .

Yeah.

Or that ,  that  th is  l ibera l—

suddenly  seen as ,  as  a  wor thy

par tner  o r  more  leg i t imate.

I think that, that, that and I think
you have new people at the helm,
who have come from different
models where this is done. To, to us
it’s something new, but if you look
at a lot of other colleges this is
done all the time. You have the
language teacher traveling with an
archeologist. You know everyone
enhancing and here as I said, “it’s
always been,” well this department
does this. This department does
that.

Yeah.  Have you—have,  have these

co l laborat ions  or  is  i t  too  ear ly

to  te l l ,  you know,  have you bene -

f i ted  f r om them or,  o r  has  i t

opened new—

I haven’t benefited yet because the
trips haven’t happened.

Right ,  r ight .

But I think yes, I think it—but it
will benefit me because I’m not
doing the entire publicity for the
trips.

Right .

Someone, someone is helping me
who knows how to do publicity.
And I’ll do best what I do best
there, speak the language and take
people around. So I think it’s, it’s a
mutual benefit.
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And that ’s  interest ing when you

ta lk  about  speak the language.

I ’m just  wonder ing do you know i f

these other  peop le?

No, they don’t speak it.

Yeah.  So that  has to  add a  whole

new aspect ,  that  when you have a

nat—someone that  speaks the

language,  i t  moves you a  l i t t le

b i t  away f r om s imply  be ing a

tour ist .

Exactly.

So that ’s  an  interest ing ro le  that

you,  you wi l l  be  f i l l ing .  Too bad

that  we can’ t  put  that—pause the

tape unt i l  you get  back and,  and

hear  more  about ,  hear  more  about

that .  St ick ing wi th  language fo r  a

moment ,  do  you th ink that  i t  i s

necessar y  to  know a language to

understand the cu l ture  and what

I ’m ask ing is  how—you know

what  is  the  ro le  o f  language and

i t ’s  r e lat ionsh ip  to  understand ing

cu l ture?

I think it’s very important and I
think you have to be open to it. I
think you have to be open to, to
realizing, that again, it’s a whole
different way of learning. It’s a
whole different way of seeing the
world and it really adds a dimen-
sion to your own. Even if that
dimension is making you stop and
think. So it’s, it’s crucial. It’s
crucial. But I’ve never taught—no
way, where I taught language, have
I just taught it in isolation because
that’s im—impossible. Language
and culture are, are entwined. It’s
very hard to teach one without the
other. So I’ve always introduced art,
literature and music, catalogs,
whatever to everything I’ve done.

Okay,  what  are  Co lumbia ’s

b iggest  cha l lenges ahead?

What—put  on your,  you know,

v is ionar y  g lasses.

Yeah, yeah.

What does the future  ho ld  fo r  the

inst i tut ion?

Okay, well I think one of them I
mentioned already. We, we can’t
keep wallowing in our mythology. I
think we have to say that, was very
nice but that was then. Look how
we’ve grown. Look at the, you
know, many things that we’ve done
since those years. I would like to
see, you know, the human factor
grow. I, I see a lot of emphasis on
infrastructure and buildings. But I
think a lot, a lot of attention has to
be—we’re getting all these
students. 

Where are we putting them? What
are we doing with them? What is
the quality of their life? Obviously
they see us as, as offering some-
thing they can’t get anywhere else.
I very much believe in open admis-
sions but I, I don’t believe in bodies
crawling all over each other either.
I think we have to—we have to
realize that more students are
coming from out of state. They’re
coming from out of the country. I
think we need to change the calen-
dar to make it more palatable to
the international students. I think
we need to raise a lot of money. We
can’t keep being tuition driven.
The money has to come from some-
where, from donors, from corpora-
tions. 

I think we really need to reach out
and, and get the money that’s out
there. I see places like UIC, getting
top named scholars and paying
handsomely for them and then you
know, they manage to get a lot of
publicity. We need to get more of
that positive publicity. We’re doing
some very fine things here. But as
one of our recent hires, that I love
it here. This is a great place. 

Why hadn’t I heard about it
before? So we need to raise that
level nationwide of what it is that
we do, who we are. And one way to
do that is, is ask the people who
have money to contribute to the
cause. So I think the administra-
tion, and I really, I really, you
know, believe they sincerely want
to be the premier school in the next
10 years, but just to make that
happen I think we need a huge
infusion of bucks. We need a huge
infusion of, of talent. People with,
you know recognizable names,
scholars, people who are good at
what they do and are known for
what they do, and have a national
reputation.

Is  that—I don’ t  want  to  say

mov ing away but  t rad i t iona l ly,  i f  I

can use that ,  that—what  has

been touted as  our  st r ength  is

peop le ,  p ro fess iona ls  who work in

the i r  p ro fess ion do ing teach ing?

I t  sounds l ike  you’ r e—it ’s  say ing

someth ing d i f fe rent  o r  that  d raw-

ing in  these la r ger  names,  peop le

that  a re  known that  wi l l  at t ract

attent ionn might  not  necessar i l y

be someone at  our  loca l  news

stat ion  that ’s  a  great ,  you know,

producer  o f  news that  a lso

teaches here .  But ,  you know,

( inaud ib le) .

Well, you know I’ve always worried
about that because that, that’s a
two-edge sword. And, and you
know maybe this is just what I see
in my mind but, but I see when the
school started off, okay, you know
Joe Blow, works at Channel 9 and
makes tons of money, so Joe Blow
doesn’t need tons of money to come
here and teach a class. He’ll do it
because of the love. That’s fine. I
don’t work at Channel 9. I don’t
make tons of money. What I do, is
what I do. 
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So I think that works okay, for the
so-called professional departments,
where you can get a lot of
outsiders; a lot of part timers,
because I have different interests
and other things to do. They can
come in for one class. I don’t think
it works in gen ed. You’re a histo-
rian. What do you do? You teach
history. That’s what historians do.
Maybe some day you’ll write the
book and you know—but most—

Be an author.

—most of the time people here
make—and the department that I
know best, make their living teach-
ing and maybe other departments
can function with lots of part
timers who are doing something
else elsewhere, but for the general
ed people I don’t think we can
function on that level. So that may
work in, in some departments. I
don’t think it works in ours and I’d
be glad to see that. That’s, you
know, what we do is our profession.
We teach. That’s what we do.

And so when you ta lk  about  br ing -

ing  in  some o f  those names,

you’ r e  ta lk ing about  perhaps

att ract ing academic.

Yeah.

You know internat iona l ly  o r  inter -

nat iona l ly  r enowned to  come to—

Maybe visiting or—

Yeah.

—or—

Apply ing some o f  the  th ings that

other  schoo ls  have done in  the

past  wi th  the same pr inc ipa ls .

Yeah.

You know,  okay.  That ’s—

And, and also cut down on, on the
part-time. Our, our—we can’t keep
running the place and be credible
with, with as many part timers who

cannot be offered full-time jobs.
And I think one step in the right
direction is the Lectureship
Program. It’s certainly, you know,
makes it a little bit more stable for
people to want to stay here. And
we do want people, good people to
stay.

And that’s another area where other
schools, departments have had
those in the past and (inaudible)
just now.

Beginn ing to—

Beginning to get them, yeah.

And I think it’ll make a big
difference.

Before  I  ask you about  your

v is ion  o f  educat ion ,  has  that

changed,  I  do  want  to  just  r eturn

to  you had so  many r ecommenda -

t ions  or  th ings that  you fee l  that

Columbia  needs to  be aware  o f  o r

look at ,  but  one,  I  wanted to

return  to  and look—it  seemed

l ike  you might  have been ident i fy -

ing—I don’ t  want  to—i f  there  are

new—but  student  needs that

you’ r e ,  you’ r e—you ta lked about

the human factor  and that  more

attent ion  has to  be pa id  to  that .

Are  you see ing needs o f  students

that  a ren’ t  be ing met  that ,  that

concerns  you,  that  has  to  be

addressed? And is  that  r e lated to

the co l lege?

I think, I think a lot of has
happened in, in very recently, for
example at the retreat it was
pointed out that for students who
pay their bills, they used to have to
go to three different offices and
three different floors. Obviously,
that was ticking them off. The
whole registration process still
continues to, to tick them off. I
don’t see why we can’t do it over
the phone or why the whole thing

can’t be computerized. The regis-
tration process has been frustrating
for students and for faculty ever
since I got here. That’s what I mean
by the human factor. 

Okay.

Take, take out those things that are
frustrating, difficult that make you
feel like you’re a social security
number, and I think that’s being
addressed now. I know that there’s
a need for student housing. That
needs to be addressed. I don’t think
people thought that we would ever
have so many international students
and now we do. Things like that.

Okay,  has  your  v is ion  o f  educa -

t ion  changed or  can you def ine

that  as  Co lumbia  in f luenced i t?

Well I think it’s made me a better
person, doing what I do. It’s given
me a lot of opportunities to keep
studying, keep traveling, keep
suggesting new things and most of
the time the things I suggest, get a
yes. I’ve been very fortunate, in
that we have a remarkable library
and I was told when I first joined
here, you know, if there’s a certain
gap that you see, fill it. Just order
things and I just—I’ve been order-
ing things in Spanish and in Italian
and in films and videos. 

And I’ve never been turned down
for any request. So I think that’s
great. It’s given me a chance to go
out there and see what, what are
good books, what are good movies
that, you know, the students
would, would enjoy. So it’s been,
it’s been a wonderful place to be, to
grow professionally and be inspired
by the students. They keep me
going. They, they have a way of
looking at the world, that is not
like mine, but I keep learning from
it and they keep seeing things that
I don’t see and pointing them out
to me. 
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Have,  have they  changed s ince

you’ve  been at  Co lumbia? I  mean

could ,  cou ld  you po int  to

anyth ing—

Not really.

Noth ing surpr ises  you?

Not, not at all. More international
students.

More—great .

I’ve noticed those and more
students from out of state than
before.

And d id  that  b r ing  someth ing new

to the ( inaud ib le)?

Yeah, more diversity, more inter-
ests, different needs. The interna-
tional students have very different
needs than you know, your kid
who’s coming back and forth on
the El.

Anyth ing that  we have not

touched on that ,  that  you th ink

might  need to  be addressed or

ment ioned?

I don’t think so. I hope it does
become the premier, whatever it is
supposed to be, in the next 10
years. I, I think the college has a, a
corner on a very important aspect
of higher education. And I think
it’s too bad that we’re still a secret.
I think in many, many ways and
maybe this could be part of our
outreach, we can serve as a model
to other institutions of higher
education. But no one knows we’re
there and we don’t, and we don’t,
you know, toot our own horn.

The only thing I’m worried about
is that you have been involved in a
lot of initiatives, in different activi-
ties. Is there something that I’ve
missed or forgotten to ask you
about?

The other  th ing is—

Or that might be coming in the
future too, that I didn’t touch on?

No, no, the other—aside from the
Lilly Grant, the other thing that
was very exciting to me was the
FIPSI Grant, the Federal Incentive
for Higher Education. And I was
involved in that for two years and
was the beneficiary of that because
I got to work with two instructors,
who showed me how to use
websites in class; how to, you
know, how, how to use the web,
how to use the internet, how to
make learning more interactive. So
I, I was happy to be on the Lilly
Grant because that helped me to do
some cultural diversity projects. I
was happy to be on the Fipsi Grant
because that helped me to enlarge
the way I teach.

Was that  us ing techno logy?

Yes, using technology in humani-
ties. It, it was a grant.

In  humani t ies?

Yeah.

Okay,  and can—do you r emember

when that  was?

Two years ago.

Okay,  and the L i l l y  Grant  was

before  that?

Yeah.

Okay,  a l l  r ight ,  we l l  thank you

ver y  much.

You’re welcome.

I  apprec iate  your  t ime.
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