
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 a n e t  T a l b o t

All right. It is May the 24th, 2001.
This is an interview with Janet Talbot,
Director of Academic Advising here at
Columbia College.

And i f  we cou ld  star t  wi th  your

te l l ing  us  when d id  you come to

Columbia  and what  the c i r cum-

stances were?

I started in Columbia in July of
1987 and I had answered an ad in
the Tribune looking for an
Academic Advisor. In fact it was
my sister saw the ad and said this
sounds like something you’d like to
do. And I said, “well I’m not really
looking for a job right now.” She
said “well, you know take a look at
it.” So I did and I applied and I was
called in and I got the job.

Okay.  What  were  you do ing before

and had you any  knowledge o f

Co lumbia  before  your  s ister

showed you the ad? And i f  you

d id ,  what  was i t?

Well, I was teaching at the Chicago
School of Professional Psychology
as well as DePaul University. I
taught literature and writing. And
I was familiar with Columbia, but I
didn’t have a great deal of knowl-
edge about the institution at the
time.

Can you r emember  some o f  your

impress ions o f  Co lumbia  before

you came here  and then as  the

inter v iew process progressed,

what  d id  you learn  about  the

schoo l  then?

Well, that it was an art school. In
fact, had I had known about
Columbia when I was in college
I probably would have been a
student here because I was an art
major.

And why do you say  that?  Cou ld

you expand on i t  a  l i t t le  that

maybe th is  would  have been a

p lace fo r  you to  go? Where  d id

you end up go ing to  schoo l?

Well, I went to a number of differ-
ent undergraduate colleges and
took seven, eight years to finish up
my undergraduate degree. And I
was a painting major and again if I
had known about Columbia and its
fine arts program I probably would
have been here from the get go.

And was that  par t  o f  the  r eason

as you learned more about  i t  that

you wanted to  work here?

Well, I liked the fact that it was an
art school and the mission of open
admissions. I think that’s important
in giving students a chance. And it
was a lively place.

Okay.  I f  you cou ld  te l l  us  maybe

about  what  you r emember  o f  the

inter v iew process and what  you

were learn ing about  the schoo l

that  made you dec ide th is  is  the

p lace that  you wanted to  be.

Well, I met with the then Director
of Academic Advising, Mark Kelly
and Steven Russell Thomas and the
academic advisors. And Margaret
Sullivan interviewed me as well as
Maxine Evans in financial aid. So it
was a grueling morning, seven or
eight people, but I was impressed
with their take on the college and
their excitement about Columbia.
And the job itself, being an
academic advisor struck me as
being the best of all possible
worlds. Having taught for many
years, I believe that teaching is
advising and advising is teaching.
And that the job would just
combine the best and working with
students one on one in small
groups and with a dynamic office.

And d id  that ,  when you ta lk  about

th is  be ing the best  o f  both  wor lds

maybe you cou ld  expand on that

a  l i t t le  b i t  more  and that  idea o f

teach ing is  adv is ing and adv is ing

is  teach ing.  D id  you f ind  that  to

be the case or  is  that  someth ing

you—?

Oh absolutely and it still is. I mean
I’m in an administrative position
right now but I work with students
very closely. In fact that is probably
the best part of my job is working
with students and learning from
students and one hopes students
learn from you. But it’s you know a
dynamic, collaborative process and
I think all teaching is advisement
and advising is teaching. 

How has the academic adv is ing

changed in  the a lmost  f i f teen

years  that  you’ve  been here? Has

i t  changed? Have there  been

cons istenc ies? Have the students

changed? Have the i r  needs

changed? I f  you cou ld  speak to

some o f  those issues.

Well, it has changed and again it
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hasn’t. Advising at Columbia is not
mandatory, it never has been. It’s
only required for students who are
out of academic compliance, if they
need to be cleared you know to
register and to have their financial
aid posted. One always hopes that
students are going to avail them-
selves of the service but that
remains true today as it was when
I first started. 

That said the office has expanded.
There initially were four academic
advisors and now there are eight.
It’s a very busy office. We see over
30,000 students, I mean recorded
visits a year, conducting orienta-
tions and registration and work-
shops. And many students do come
in to see us, not all and we do have
repeat customers, which is reflected
in the office visits. 

But when I started the office was
pretty slow. I mean there were
afternoons one could just sit and
read a book or work on puzzles and
not really do too much because
students either didn’t know where
we were, didn’t feel the need to
come in and we didn’t have as
much publicity or visibility on the
campus so that has certainly
changed and students now do
know who we are and they come
in, in droves, which is good.
Unfortunately sometimes the
students most in need of advising
don’t come in. We wish they did
and we have repeat customers
which is wonderful.

So when you f i rs t  came,  wi th  the

students  that  ended up in  the

of f ice  what  was a  typ ica l

student?  Were they  most  l ike ly  in

t roub le  or  wor r ied  about  some-

th ing or  needed a  prob lem

addressed or  f ixed more a f ter  the

fact  as  opposed to  preventat ive

maybe?

Well, it’s always a little of each.
Students coming in for academic
information and wanting to know
when he or she is going to gradu-
ate, requirements for a major, for
graduation. Students certainly come
in with problems wanting referrals.
Sometimes they come in with
academic questions, but the real
issue, the presenting problem is
that there’s trouble at home or
what have you. So we’ve always
addressed both issues, personal
problems, referrals, that nature
as well as academic questions,
problems.

We’ve always taken a holistic
approach to students treating them
as individuals even though there
are, despite the individualities there
are some common issues, develop-
mental issues with college age
students whether they’re 18, right
out of high school or 23, 24 year
olds or even adult students. So
there are commonalities and yet
each person you know you never
quite know what’s going to happen
in any advising session.

Are there  any  new issues that

your  depar tment  has had to  face

that  you d idn ’ t  necessar i l y  see

coming or  you thought  that

th is  is  becoming more common,

we have to  address  th is  more

formal ly  o r  in  a  more  st ructured

manner?

Well, I think as the institution has
grown an awareness of certain prob-
lems, i.e., retention issues that have
been college wide have affected us.
And the different initiatives or
ways that we will approach student
issues and problems to help the
student resolve the problem and to
stay at Columbia. 

And are  there  par t icu la r  a reas

that  you l ike  to  focus on,  that

you’ r e  concerned wi th  and have

you in i t iated cer ta in  p rograms or

workshops or  out reach to  address

those issues? Or  does the

academic adv isor y  work more as

a team and k ind  o f  b ra instorm

you know a l l  together?

Well, again it’s six of one, half a
dozen of the other. I mean we do
work as a team and the advisors are
specialists as well as generalists and
our mission in terms of helping
students has pretty much remained
the same. What has expanded
would be different outreach
programs, workshops or perhaps
our approach to workshops and
going into the classroom, class
visits. I mean we’ve always worked
closely with faculty members. One
thing we do now is we have advis-
ing days in the department which
are very effective and successful
because we’ll go to the students in
the departments so that has
expanded somewhat.

And we do have special events that
we co-sponsor with other depart-
ments. For instance the Sexually
Transmitted Disease Awareness Day
which is always either Valentine’s
Day or around the 14th of February
where we distribute literature and
condoms and candy, the little
Valentine to Columbia students. So
its educational and its also kind of
fun so that’s something that initi-
ated out of advising.

That  came out  o f  academic adv is -

ing ,  that ’s  interest ing.  

Yeah.

Maybe th is  is  a  good t ime to  ta lk

about  f i rs t  the  miss ion  o f  your

depar tment  as  you see i t  and

then how i t  r e lates  or  what  you
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see the miss ion  o f  the  co l lege as

be ing because I  th ink that ’s

interest ing.  Most  peop le  might

not  p red ict  that  the day  to

acknowledge and increase educa -

t ion  fo r  sexua l ly  t ransmitted

d iseases comes out  o f  your

depar tment .

Well, when the office was estab-
lished, it was a one person opera-
tion and advising was seen as part
of the academic dean’s office and it
was seen as a service to the faculty.
And when I first started in advising
we reported to the academic dean,
then it was Lya Rosenblum. We
became a part of student services
about four or five years later and
its interesting because advising,
academic advising in Columbia,
especially it is on both sides of the
fence. It is academic and yet it’s
also a student affairs, student serv-
ice office. So sometimes the lines
are blurred. 

We deal with academic issues,
policy and procedure requirements,
again working closely with depart-
ment chairs and faculty in the
academic dean’s office, but we also
deal with student life, student
development, student issues so our
role is two-fold. And we’re always
dealing with whatever complex
issue or problem a student brings,
taking a holistic approach. And
sometimes it’s a gray area, there’s
no doubt about it.

And then how do you see that  in

your  words  as  r e lat ing to  the

miss ion o f  the  co l lege?

Well, you’re helping students to
help themselves you know, to find
their voice, to be creative, take
responsibility for their art, their
education, their lives in an
academic and artistic sense and in
a personal sense. So in terms of

creatively, innovatively helping the
students grow and develop, we’re
right there with them, encouraging
them and one hopes inspiring them
at times.

You ment ioned a l r eady  open

admiss ions.  Does that  c reate

spec ia l  cha l lenges fo r  your

o f f ice?

Well, I think it does you know
across the board whether it’s in the
classroom or the advising. Our
students range from A to Z in
terms of preparedness, interest,
motivation, talent and again that’s
what makes it exciting. But it’s a
challenge, perhaps less so in advis-
ing because we’re dealing with you
know students on a one on one
basis, whereas in a classroom it’s
different if someone isn’t as
prepared or someone is off the chart
and is bored. When you’re dealing
with a student one on one, it’s a
little different.

So I ’m just  cur ious  and I ’d  l ike  to

go in  a  l i t t le  deeper  on  how

maybe i f  you cou ld  g ive  some

examples  o f  what  workshops or

programming has changed you

know that  has come a long with

the growth o f  the  inst i tut ion  and

the growth o f  your  depar tment .

You’ve  ta lked about  you know

some o f  the  cons istenc ies  and

th ings that  have r emained but

maybe i f  you cou ld  g ive  some

examples  o f  th ings that—?

Well, I think one of the things
we’ve noticed is I mean we offer the
workshops based on topics that
students would be interested in. I
think because our students lead
such busy and complex lives, we
find that they’re not around to
attend a number of the events of
the workshops whereas in the past
you’d attract a larger group of
students even if you held the work-
shop on different days and different

times. I mean for instance I remem-
ber conducting a workshop for
returning adult students and there
were twenty some students in
attendance at the workshop whereas
we could offer one tomorrow and if
we attracted one or two, we might
be lucky.

So in  the last  f i f teen years  f r om

your  o f f ice ’s  po int  o f  v iew,

students  l i ves  outs ide  o f  schoo l

had gotten even more—?

Absolutely. Absolutely, I think
we’re seeing, I mean we’ve always
been a commuter college, but we’re
seeing students commuting from
greater distances and they work you
know, they have families, they have
other responsibilities. So I think
the time spent on campus has
diminished. Now it’s also true
we’re attracting and accepting and
enrolling some more local suburban
students who perhaps aren’t work-
ing and they do spend more time
on campus, but I haven’t seem
them either being attracted to some
of the workshops, which isn’t to say
that the workshops aren’t success-
ful, they are. They’re just not draw-
ing the same sort of crowd they did
15, you know 12 years ago, and I
attribute that not just to the
subject matter, but to the lack of
availability on the part of the
students.

We just finished a run of work-
shops and how to prepare for grad
school, how to prepare for law
schools, a Meyers-Briggs personal-
ity assessment and we’d get four,
five, six students which from the
point of view of conducting a
workshop that’s a great number.
Any larger sometimes presents
problems, any fewer well, not that
it’s a waste but it was a time we’d
get much larger crowds.
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That ’s  interest ing.  So i t  sounds

l ike  you’ r e  say ing that  geography

which you th ink too as  wel l

ear l ie r  that  students  were

coming f r om with in  Ch icago and

i t  was eas ier  to  attend a  work -

shop where  coming in  fo r  a  work -

shop f r om the suburbs  or—?

Right. Right, I think their time is
limited now and I think a lot of
the students who live in the resi-
dence center, that is not only their
home, but it’s also where they tend
to congregate and hang out and
that’s a life in and of itself that
they’ll attend class, and then go
back home.

Okay.  You were  ta lk ing about

that  somet imes students  wi l l

a r r i ve  at  your  doorstep say ing I ’m

hav ing t roub le ,  my grades are

dropp ing or  I ’m hav ing t roub le  in

a  c lass  and i t  tu rns  out  that

there ’s  other  p rob lems that  a re

poss ib ly,  persona l  p rob lems that

are  a f fect ing the i r  g rades.  What

happens then,  I  mean how is  that

determined and then what  do you

adv ise  the student  or  where  does

the student  go f r om there?

Maybe i f  you can take us  through

that  p rocess?

Well, I think a good advisor will
read the situation and ask questions
and most importantly listen to the
student. We can’t provide answers
or make a student do one thing or
another.

Right .

Sometimes students are unwilling,
reluctant to talk about what really
is the issue and so we don’t press,
but I’ve always found that if you
take the time to listen and hear and
understand what the student is
saying and to ask the right sort of
questions and find out if there is a
problem, students are very willing
to talk about it and to seek help.

And we might refer for tutorials on
campus. We now have social work-
ers for crisis situations we can refer
to or we can refer off campus. We
have a variety of sources from self-
help groups and medical referrals,
dental, legal, daycare, adult
daycare, what have you. 

I’ve found that many students, if
they are looking for psychological
counseling, do prefer it off campus
so that friends or family might not
you know be aware that they’re
seeking the attention. We always
follow up when we make referrals
to students. They come back and
let us know that yes, you know I
went there or they walk out with
the referral and it’s a security blan-
ket and they will never actually
call.

But  they  know—

But they know they can and they
come back and let us know how
they’re doing. So we do refer off
campus for a variety of different
problems. It could be to private
agencies or private practitioners,
hospitals, clinics. It varies, depends
on what the issue is. Sometimes
you know students just want some-
one to talk to and listen to them
and afterwards they resolve the
problem themselves. So it’s always
different, but—

And i t ’s  much eas ier  fo r  them to

say  I ’m hav ing t roub le  wi th  my

grades than I ’m hav ing t roub le  at

home so I  cou ld  see i t  wou ld  be

eas ier  to  walk  in  your  door  and

then—

Right, and whenever you look at a
student’s transcript you usually—
it’s there. The transcript you know
reads volumes, speaks volumes.

Okay,  I  apprec iate  that  ver y,  ver y

much.  Now what  about  the

student  who is  st rugg l ing  wi th

c lasses,  I  mean the issue r ea l ly

is  maybe they  aren’ t  p repared fo r

the co l lege leve l  work but

they ’ve  got  the des i r e  you know.

What  do you do then wi th  that

student  or  what ’s  the process

then wi th  that  ind iv idua l?

Well, we always try to you know
get to know the student, what the
student wants to do, if the student
really wants to be here in college
and at Columbia, what’s going on
in the student’s life and what seems
to be the problem at least from the
student’s point of view in the class
letting the student know that we’re
encouraging the student to talk to
the faculty member, set up an
appointment. If it’s a matter of just
having an assignment explained in
more detail, or if there’s a need for
tutoring, sometimes that’s the issue
or could be the student has over-
loaded herself and is working full
time and has a relationship and a
number of different things and that
the schedule and over-scheduling is
the problem.

Sometimes we find that you know
students again are not academically
prepared or emotionally prepared
for the responsibilities of college.
Sometimes they decide on their
own to go part time the next
semester, or to take some time off
to think about what really is
important and if college and
Columbia is the right choice. I
work with students who are having
very serious academic problems
with probation and the dismissal
students, and when they want to be
re-admitted to the college and
actually, I find I love this group of
students. And it’s wonderful to see
the light go on and to come back
and be refocused and to overcome
the greatest obstacles to work on
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their degree to get their education
and to develop their art. It’s
exciting. 

And often times I found and this is
rather odd, in the process of
dismissing students that they’re
grateful actually. I’ve had students
give me a big hug and like thank
you because it’s given them permis-
sion to take time off to sort out
whatever needs to be sorted out in
one’s life. Sometimes they travel,
they work, they might go to
another school and then they come
back and they’re serious about
learning their art and completing
the degree. So I derive great satis-
faction out of working with this
population.

Did you star t  out  work ing wi th

that  popu lat ion  and maybe you

can exp la in  i f  not ,  how you were

drawn into  that?

Well, it just kind of evolved. I
mean one always deals with the
students experiencing academic
difficulty but it was about five
years ago Steven Russell Thomas in
the academic deans office took on
different responsibilities and I just
kind of assumed taking over the
ones that I wanted to do. So I just
took over working with this popu-
lation pretty much exclusively.

I f  I  r emember  cor rect ly  he  sa id

that ,  o r  maybe i t  was Wayne,

someone sa id  that  in i t ia l l y  i t  was

l ike  an a lphabet ,  you’d  sp l i t  up

the a lphabet .  But  now as you’ r e

say ing d i f fe rent  peop le  have

d i f fe rent  spec ia l t ies .

Right, we work with the students
by major.

By major,  okay.  

Right.

And then you’ve  got  th is  popu la -

t ion ,  the  most  r isky  or  how would

you say  i t ,  the  at  r isk?

Well, they were at risk and now
they’re in hot water. But I love that
group of students. 

That ’s  interest ing.  And you do

exper ience a  s ign i f icant  number

o f  students  that  have been

d ismissed that  do  come back,

f ind  the i r  way back?

Right, we have a lot of students
who return to Columbia. I mean
some are not dismissed, they drop
out and they may attend another
school, or you know they’re work-
ing and it’s just the schedule gets
to be too much, so they’ll take a
term or two off. Sometimes the
semester turns into several years,
but they do return.

And I find that the students who
return no matter what the circum-
stances for leaving the college
they’re more focused and deter-
mined to finish up. I think that’s
always the case when you’ve had to
struggle for something and you
appreciate it more or you realize
what the importance of the comple-
tion of the degree means not only
as a personal accomplishment, but
it’s often times what’s going to get
you in the door for a job so the
career implications and the
students who need the BA in order
to go on for an MA or an MSA.

Now I  want  to  just  r eturn  one

moment  to  open admiss ions

because that  has been an aspect

o f  the  co l lege that  there ’s  been a

lot  o f  debate  about  and peop le

have ver y  st rong fee ls  about  i t .

One o f  the  cr i t ic isms is  that  open

admiss ions just  inv i tes  peop le

that  cou ldn’ t  go  e lsewhere  to  end

up here .  Do you f ind  that  person -

a l l y  that  students  come here

because they  cou ld  be here  as

opposed to  coming here  because

they want  a  career,  want  to

pursue the ar ts?

Sure some do, sure.

And I  mean is  that  par t  o f  your

adv is ing too that  you know th is

is  not  an  appropr iate  p lace fo r

students  or—?

Well, I don’t know if I’d ever say
its not an appropriate place. I think
that the beauty of open admissions
is that everyone gets a shot, every-
one gets a chance. But once you’re
here, I think we have a moral
responsibility to help students as
best we can so they can help them-
selves, but the students have to
assume the responsibility as well. I
think you know as we’ve grown
and the institution has changed, we
offer more services and we assess
the students, so that we do have the
proper placement and services to
help students if they falter. 

But on the other hand it gives the
students responsibility to attend
class and fulfill the requirements of
assignments and whether they’re in
the liberal education area, a history
class or you know art projects,
theater projects. I mean the
students bear responsibility in this
as well. We’re committed to help-
ing them and providing assistance.
The students have to take responsi-
bility and avail themselves of it as
well. So it’s a partnership and one
would hope students are committed
to it, but we do find that there are
some students for a many number
of reasons aren’t prepared or aren’t
interested in doing it. And it may
be just a lack of emotional maturity
coming out of high school, or
sewing wild oats, what have you.
Or it’s just they’re not college
material and that’s okay, not
everyone is. But I think to give
students a chance to find this out
is important.
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And with  that  mora l  r espons ib i l i ty

to  students  and maybe address -

ing  that  issue o f  matur i ty  o r  lack

of  i t ,  i s  that  done one on one? I

mean l ike  how is  that—are there

workshops fo r  that?  You know

when the students  come with  the

des i r e  and—?

Well, we have study skills and time
management and the kind of nuts
and bolts workshops—

Right .

—where many of those issues are
addressed, perhaps not directly. I
mean we’re in the business of
encouraging students and not
saying you know come back when
you’re more mature and focused.

Right .

But you can deal with those issues.

And do you find that some
students have no idea how to study
or the importance—?

Oh yeah. Sure, some don’t. I would
say most do, however, but they’re
distracted. I mean they’re finding
their own voice you know. It
happens on every college university
campus and well, it should at that
age you know. Students should
come in questioning and experienc-
ing and a sense of irreverence. I
think they should change their
majors.

Return ing to  some o f  these ques -

t ions ,  is  there  anyth ing e lse

when we ta lk  about  the students

when you came,  now you a l r eady

addressed that  when you came i t

might  have been a  more  promi -

nent  o lder  student  popu lat ion  and

that  has changed?

I think they’re getting a little
younger.

And how have they  changed,

younger?

And I think you know we’re seeing
an awful lot of suburban youth,
whether its from the metropolitan
Chicago area or from out of state. I
do see our international populations
growing and that’s always wonder-
ful because it also speaks to the
college’s reputation nationally and
internationally. I think that the
biggest change is that we’re seeing
a population of students or a gener-
ation of students who view their
education strictly as a commodity.
And they’re not just assertive, but
they’re aggressive and they want
this and they’re paying for it and
they’re paying our salaries and boy
you’d better hop. And you know
yes, higher education is a business,
but I’d like to think it’s the busi-
ness of education. But it pains me
and it worries me when students
aren’t here to learn for learning’s
sake, to grow and develop. I mean
they see it strictly as racking up
numbers to get the degree, to get
the job you know and they don’t
take advantage of things, you know
and it’s a commodity. 

And that  somet imes t rans lates

into  I  pa id  fo r  th is  c lass  there -

fo re ,  I  want  th is  grade.

Right, I think— and they won’t
stop at bullying and demanding
from instructors. And if a student
doesn’t seem to get what he or she
wants, I’m going to the president.
And these are issues that are for the
most part non-issues and if they are
to be resolved they certainly don’t
go to that level. It’s not like walk-
ing into you know a department
store and demanding to see the
manager because you didn’t like—

Yeah,  that ’s  an  interest ing

compar ison because that ’s

a lmost  what  i t  i s  o r  the  att i tude

toward ( in) .

Right. But I don’t think it’s unique
to Columbia, I think it’s across the
board. I mean I think you know
you talk to high school teachers
and counselors and they’d say the
same thing.

Has the growth o f  the  interna -

t iona l  popu lat ion  presented any

spec ia l  cha l lenges or  changed

the emphas is  in  your  o f f ice?

Well, not really in our office. I
mean we do have services for the
population. Gigi Posejpal in admis-
sions works with the students
coming in and with their visa
issues. And Susan Blum-Malley in
English with the ESL program,
their testing and placement, and
Symon Ogeto in student life, works
as an advocate and advisor. But I
see that there’s a cohesion with the
population and they have events
and special programming, they’re
very well attended, and its just nice
to see how this population has not
only grown in numbers, but the
spirit and their initiatives for the
group.

That ’s  interest ing because those

are  some o f  the  goa ls  we’d  l ike

to  see fo r  the  r est  o f  the  popu la -

t ion .  So are  there  any  other  say

cu l tura l  d i f fe rences or  th ings

that  have to  be addressed that

you’ve  seen?

Well, you know again yes and no.
It depends on the individual and
one’s familiarity with the culture
and what the presenting issue or
problem is. I think one of the prob-
lems and we don’t face it as much
is sometimes students come in with
lack of the language skills. A
student may have done very well on
the top of the written exam, but
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conversational skills are lacking and
the student might have trouble
keeping up in the classroom, but
that’s probably the only thing we
encounter. But again one on one it’s
very different.

Right ,  that  would  be a  d i f fe rent

dynamic.  Okay,  let ’s  change

top ics  a  l i t t le  b i t  here .  Can you

th ink back and te l l  us  what  have

been some o f  the  most  impor tant

events  to  occur  at  Co lumbia

whi le  you’ve  been here ,  th ings

that  st ick  out  in  your  mind?

Well, I think the growth of the
institution and the acquiring of
more real estate and buildings has
been very important and has
affected the college. I think we’ve
become more standardized, which
on one hand I suppose there are
certain areas that needed to be
made more standard. But on the
other hand, the beauty and unique-
ness of Columbia is that there was
freedom to choose and to design
and to grow, and now we’re you
know with degree programs and
we’re becoming more standardized.

Do you fee l  that  wi th in  academic

adv is ing or  do  you st i l l  fee l  that

k ind o f  f r eedom that  as  th ings

come up i t  can be implemented

and we can address  th is  o r  is

there  a  bureaucrat i zat ion  that  is

now par t  o f  your  o f f ice?

Well, we have to be aware of all the
different policies and procedures
and adhere to them and explain
them to students and they have to
work within the framework. So
yeah it has affected how we do
what we do. We implement the
policy, we don’t establish it. And
sometimes you know things change
quickly or one might not be
apprised of the change, so that’s
how it would affect us and then
ultimately affect the students. So
we have to keep abreast of every-
thing and I think you know we do.
We always have and we always will.

Right ,  and so  there ’s  st i l l  that

f lex ib i l i ty  and impor tant  [ in] .

Oh there’s a certain amount. I
think there certainly was more in
years past but there’s still some
flexibility for students. There are
choices.

Has the estab l ishment  o f  dorms

made any  d i f fe rence or  been

someth ing that  you’ve  had to

address  or  do  you see that  as

someth ing that  as  down the road

i f  more  and more students  are

l i v ing  in  the  door—?

Well, again I think you know the
dorm students tend to congregate
in their dorms so they become
somewhat segregated. We’ve made
efforts to go into the resident
center with some programming and
it has been effective, but I think
you know the creation of the dorms
and the expansion of them attracts
a certain sort of student and not for
good or ill, but it makes us more
traditional like other colleges. And
I think one of the things that was
always the hallmark of Columbia
and what made it unique was that
it was a community school, and it
was urban. I mean we still are that,
but we’re getting an increasingly,
more suburban sort of student and
I mean it’s fine but that’s what I
think the—

That  sh i f t  that  takes p lace.

Uh-huh.

Right ,  that  okay,  making i t  more

mainst ream.  Wel l ,  maybe you

cou ld  speak to  that .  What  do you

th ink are  the major  cha l lenges to

Columbia  in  the  future? What  do

you see ahead fo r  the  inst i tut ion?

Well, I think we still have to come
to grips with open admissions and
services for students and to retain
students and to make sure that they
really are prepared when they grad-
uate. Now of course no institution

can guarantee employment, but I
think you know our challenge is to
help the students be as prepared as
possible when they graduate so that
they can go out and work in their
fields if they so choose. 

And i f  you cou ld  speak to  you

know what  keeps you here?

You’ve  touched on severa l  th ings

but  maybe i f  you cou ld  expand on

that ,  why do you stay?

I love the school. It’s still very
dynamic and exciting. I love my
staff, the very strong, close knit
team and I still enjoy working with
students. 

And do you th ink that ,  cou ld  you

have that  at  other  inst i tut ions  or

is  i t  someth ing that ’s  d i f fe rent  o r

un ique?

Well, I think because Columbia is
arts and entertainment, media
communications, it makes it differ-
ent from other schools. I mean I
loved teaching at DePaul. I like the
students there and you know I had
a marvelous time, but I guess you
know Columbia is home for many
students, it is for staff and faculty.
You walk in and there is just this
vibe and you know this is the place.
And you know the people who stay
were (in) and you know, so it’s a
wonderful place. I feel spoiled that
I don’t know if I could ever work at
any other institution, and I think
it’s the students here are just
fantastic. And it’s exciting and you
know many close friends amongst
the faculty and staff. It’s just a
dynamic and great place to work.

Wel l ,  can you be more spec i f ic

about  the students? I  mean is  i t

the  fact  that  they ’ r e  pursu ing

ar ts  o r  a r ts  a re  impor tant  to

them?

Yeah, absolutely. Absolutely, I
mean even the accounting students
here different from the accounting
students at DePaul. The students
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here are interested in art and enter-
tainment media management and
the arts are you know life blood for
many of us. So that’s what makes it
exciting, drawing those sorts of
individuals of students but also the
faculty and the staff.

So maybe you cou ld  ta lk  a  l i t t le

b i t  about  persona l ly  how the ar ts

and be ing at  Co lumbia  are  a  par t

o f  your  l i fe ,  that  that  has made

that  eas ier  o r  I ’m not  sure

exact ly  how to  put  i t .  But  you

ta lked about  an interest  in  the

ar ts  and that  you went  you know

to d i f fe rent  co l leges and then

when you f ina l l y  came to

Columbia  you fe l t  ver y  comfor t -

ab le .  D id  i t  he lp  you r e incorpo -

rate  that  o r  have you into  your

l i fe?

Yeah, to a certain extent. I mean
the problem which many people
I’m sure would address is when you
work full time you find it hard to
go home you know and pull out
the paint box. That’s just the frus-
trating aspect. But yeah being
around artists and seeing art you
know, music, dance, theater, what
have you, photography, is very
exciting and inspiring. 

I  th ink that ’s  an  interest ing

aspect  that  peop le  have touched

on but  maybe haven’ t  a r t icu lated

when they  ta lk  about  the env i ron -

ment  that  they  l ike  here  that

be ing around that  k ind  o f  atmos -

phere  is— and that  would  be ver y

d i f fe rent  f r om many other  inst i tu -

t ions .  

Well, and I think you know
Columbia appreciates a lot of
difference and it in fact encourages
that and you don’t find that at
other schools. I mean they may say
they’re pro-diversity but I think we
live it. 

And so has your  persona l  v is ion

of  educat ion  changed as  a  r esu l t

o f  work ing here  or  is  i t  the  p lace

you found that  you cou ld  fu l f i l l?  

I think to fulfill it, it’s been rein-
forced. I see you know education in
the broadest sense and that as trite
as it sounds there is lifelong learn-
ing and I think to really live and
work in higher education and art
schools such as Columbia you have
to have your eyes open and your
ears open otherwise you’re not
going to stay. 

So you aren’ t  stay ing in  the  same

place here? You don’ t  f ind  that

you’ r e  ab le  to—?

Well, I think every day is different
and every student is different and
you know that’s what the change is
what keeps you on your toes and
keeps you sharp.

So can you t ie  that  into  what  you

th ink the b iggest  cha l lenge fo r

Co lumbia  is  at  the  moment  or

( in)?

I think just you know with all the
growth and the development and
the expansion and public awareness
of the school to still keep the
personal touch and to offer appro-
priate services to students so that
they’ll succeed.

And do you th ink that  persona l

touch can be mainta ined or  a re

we go ing to  become more main -

st r eam or  more  standard i zed? I

mean can we have both  I  guess is

what  I ’m ask ing?

Well, I don’t know. I hope so. I
mean and that’s what I strive for
and I know our advisors do, that
we’re never too big to sit down and
listen to the individual student.

But  do you th ink what  goes on in

your  o f f ice  and your  hope that

that  would  be mainta ined? Wi l l  i t

be  a  harder  job  fo r  your  o f f ice  i f

the  r est  o f  the  co l lege can’ t  do

that?  I  don’ t  know i f  the  r est  o f

the co l lege and I  don’ t  know i f

the  r est  o f  the  co l lege would  ta lk

about  that  persona l  one on one

as much you know by  depar tment

as you have.

Yeah, right.

But  is  that  go ing to  be harder  o r

do you wor r y  that  that ’s  go ing to

be harder  to  mainta in  fo r

academic adv is ing? I  mean do

you see that  as  a  cornerstone o f

what  you o f fe r  o r  a re  you hopefu l

o r  conf ident  that—?

I’m confident that we will continue
to do what we do best, absolutely. I
don’t think we’ll ever lose that.

And do you fee l  suppor t  fo r  that?

You must  fee l  suppor t  fo r  that

f rom the wider  inst i tut ion  too fo r

what  your  job  does,  yeah.

Yeah.

Great ,  wel l  a lways is  a  hopefu l .

Is  there  anyth ing that  we haven’ t

touched on that  you would  l ike  to

br ing to  th is  in  r egard  to  your

work,  your  depar tment ’s  work or

your  exper ience here  at

Columbia?

Well, I think what we do, one
might view as the simplest but it’s
also the most difficult job on
campus. And again it’s dealing
with the students, helping them to
help themselves.

And so that ’s  k ind  o f  the  miss ion

of ,  and that  f i ts  in  wi th  be ing the

author  o f  the  cu l ture  o f  your  t ime

and f ind ing ( in)?

Absolutely. Absolutely.

And before  we f in ish ,  cou ld  you

speak to  the aspect  o f  your  job

when you sa id  i t  ear l ie r  and I  just

rea l ly  l ike  th is  quote ,  teach ing is

adv is ing and adv is ing is  teach ing,
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that  what  you learned as  some

examples  maybe o f  what  you have

learned be ing an academic adv i -

sor  and obv ious ly  the  teach ing

par t ,  you’ r e  t r y ing to  he lp  them

f ind  the i r  own vo ice.  But  can you

ta lk  about  that  exchange,  that

dynamic that  you f ind  so  impor -

tant  in  your  job  or  the  best

aspect  o f  your  job?

Well, it’s listening to the student
and seeing the student resolve an
issue for him or herself. And I
guess empowering, giving permis-
sion to the student to consider
other options that you know one
roadblock is not the end of the
world and not to take all the trou-
bles and woes of the world on one’s
shoulder and that these problems
can be resolved as simple as you
know taking more time and learn-
ing how to study, to successfully
pass an examination or how to
resolve a problem at home.

I think when seeing someone ask
for help and being able to listen to
the person and see the person real-
ize that there are ways of solving
the problem, you know that’s the
first step and it takes, just to see
the courage that it takes a student.
You know you can see it unfolding,
you know it’s wonderful to see it
happen. 

Is  there  wi thout  naming names

are  there  examples  that  come to

mind when you th ink o f  some o f

those success stor ies  or  some o f

those r eward ing exper iences?

And maybe ta lk  about  what

process that  student  went

through.

Oh hundreds, thousands but I
never thought about thinking
about the individual cases. And you
know it’s so varied I mean seeing
students coping with loss and

bereavement, their grief, giving
themselves permission to take time
off to deal with these issues and
then coming back. You know it’s
amazing. And then encouraging
them and showing them that there
are options and tools to do what
they need to do and its exciting
when students take advantage of it,
and then you see them walking
across the stage.

You th ink o f  where  they  were .

Okay,  wel l  that  I  th ink wraps i t

up .  Thank you ver y  much.

Well, thank you.



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


