
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

M i k e  D e S a l l e

All right. It is May the 10th, 2001,
and this is an interview with Mike
DeSalle who is the Vice President for
Finance and the Chief Financial
Officer at Columbia College.

So i f  you cou ld  star t  by  te l l ing  us

when d id  you come to  the co l lege

and what  were  the c i r cumstances

that  b rought  you to  Co lumbia?

Well, I actually came to Chicago in
1986, to work at Michael Reese
Hospital and Medical Center, after
spending about thirteen years in
higher education at Vanderbilt
University. So it was a switch for
me to go from higher education to
healthcare. And I spent about 4
years in healthcare and realized I
didn’t particularly like it and I real-
ized I wanted to get back into
higher education. And I happened
to see an ad in the newspaper that
Columbia had run searching for a
vice president for finance and so I
applied and interviewed, with all
the appropriate folks, and actually
got the job and I started in
Columbia in July of 1989.

Tel l  me,  you answered an ad.  Had

you heard  anyth ing about

Columbia  and then a f ter  you

answered d id  you t r y  to  f ind  out ,

what  were  your  f i rs t  impress ions,

where  d id  you get  those impres -

s ions  f r om?

I have to say, I knew very little
about Columbia College. I had
only been in the city about four
years and obviously I knew
about the larger institutions, the
Northwesterns, the U of Cs, the
DePauls. And I can say that I had
heard of Columbia, but even when
I responded to the ad I wasn’t even
quite sure where Columbia was in
the city, so obviously I had to do a
lot of homework.

And what  d id  you f ind ,  th is  is

before  the f i rs t  inter v iew,  what

d id  you f ind  out  and were  you

surpr ised or  were  you cur ious  as

to  what  th is—?

Well, I guess curious certainly is
the right word because it seemed
like a fairly good sized college and
I think at the time it had about
6,000 students approximately, but
a relatively small campus. And so I
guess I was surprised that they had
that many students. In my mind,
it was a school of about 2,000
students, at least that’s what I
had pictured. So I was pleasantly
surprised that it was larger, you
know, than I had in my mind and
obviously I did more research and
learned a lot more about them, so
that was my initial impression.

What are  some o f  the  major

d i f fe rences that  st ruck you at

f i rs t?  You sa id  you wanted to

return  to  h igher  educat ion .

Obv ious ly  h igher  educat ion  at

Columbia  is  d i f fe rent  than h igher

educat ion  at  Vanderb i l t .

Yes.

What were  some o f  the  major

d i f fe rences or  cont rasts  between

the two inst i tut ions  that  you’ve

known?

Well, certainly a place like
Vanderbilt was a rather large place.
We had a 130 acre campus and 150
buildings and we had a medical
school and a hospital and separate
corporations for each and it was a
very complicated, complex enter-
prise. And Columbia was just a
single corporation and not a lot of
complexity, even though there is
some complexity when you’re deal-
ing with, you know five, six thou-
sand students.

But it was this school that I
thought was fairly well run by a
president that really knew how to
do his job and looked like he had
done it very well for a long period
of time.

Tel l  me about  your,  d id  you meet

with  your  p redecessor  at  a l l?  Was

your  p redecessor  st i l l  here?

Yeah I did. It was interesting after
all the interviews—

And who was that?

—that I had my predecessor was a
fellow by the name of John
Scheibel, and John was retiring.
And so John and I had an opportu-
nity to work together for about
thirty days before his retirement
party. John, I believe, passed away
in 1999, so it’s sort of sad that he’s
not part of the oral history project
because my understanding was he
served about fifteen years as the
vice president for finance and chief
financial officer. So it was a real
opportunity to spend thirty days, or
thirty quality days, with somebody
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that had done the job for fifteen
years, so it was a very nice time.
John was a very hardworking, a
very decent man.

And why don’ t  you descr ibe  your

pos i t ion  approx imate ly  ten  years ,

i t ’s  been over  a  decade now.  Why

don’t  you descr ibe  your  pos i t ion

then and what  your  main  r espon -

s ib i l i t ies  were  and then what  you

have had to  address  over  the  last

decade and how that  pos i t ion  and

grown,  changed,  evo lved.

Yeah. When I came in, in ’89, it
was a college that had a number of
good things in place but was still
lagging behind in many areas,
lagging behind in some of the
systems that they were operating
under, some of the accounting and
budgeting procedures that they
were operating under were some-
what antiquated. But yet the
processes that they had, even
though manual, were still fairly
good processes and that’s why
Columbia did as well as it did over
the many years.

I remember the days in ’89 because
I started in the summer didn’t seem
to be a lot going on in the summer
at Columbia. Very few faculty
around, a lot of staff taking vaca-
tions, very few students around.
Columbia had four buildings at
that time and I used to remember
walking around the buildings and
the hallways thinking, where is
everybody? Am I the only one
working? Versus today where you
know Columbia is this college of
over 9,000 students and fifteen
buildings and a much larger
summer program. And you know,
there is not a week that goes by
that it’s not extremely busy all year
long. So it really went from, the
contrasts are from a school that was

in the summer time fairly laid
back, to one that is now very busy
and because of the complexity of
the college.

And what  d id  you learn  to  be the

miss ion o f  the  co l lege when you

came here? I  guess one o f  the

th ings I  want  to  ask f i rs t  is  wi th

your  so -ca l led  numbers  back -

ground,  how d id  i t  fee l  to  be

around once schoo l  k icked in ,

k ind  o f  the  ar t is ts  o r  the  creat ive

focus or  energy  that  is  a round

Columbia?

Well, I think the creative focus is
certainly, and there’s a lot of energy
at Columbia. But to me it was no
different than Michael Reese
Hospital and Medical Center, no
different than Vanderbilt. There
was always a lot of creative energy
and that’s why I’ve always liked,
you know, the higher education
field. So I didn’t see much differ-
ence there. I do think that’s proba-
bly true for most institutions of
higher education. There’s always a
lot of energy, there’s always a lot of
excitement. I think that’s brought
about by the students and their
interaction with faculty and staff,
so I just like the idea of being on a
campus. There just always is a lot
of energy.

So you fe l t  r ight  at  home here?

Oh, I felt right at home from the
very first day. I felt at home in the
interview processes when I inter-
viewed a number of times with
both Mike Alexandroff and a fellow
who has since passed away too, but
contributed so importantly to
Columbia. His name was David
Ruben. David was a board member
and a corporate CEO here in
Chicago and supported Columbia
for many, many years. And I felt at
home during the interview process
with him and certainly felt at home
taking the position in July of ’89.

And how would  you descr ibe

Columbia ’s  miss ion?

Columbia’s mission is, I think, the
strength of the college. And that
mission hasn’t changed in a long
time even though it’s been debated
by a number of different
constituencies over the years as
recently, as the president’s planning
committee in the mid to late 90s
that spent, and I was part of the
committee, the president’s advisory
committee, planning advisory
committee spent six months debat-
ing the college’s mission. And at
the end of the six months it wasn’t
changed, and so I do think it’s the
college’s strength.

And the mission, is that the college
has an arts and communications’
focus and that focus is wrapped
in the context of liberal education,
so it’s not a comprehensive institu-
tion—it’s not a doctorial institu-
tion. It is a, you know, under the
Carnegie classification, it’s a
masters institution, but yet it’s
more of a baccalaureate institution
because our grad program is rather
small. And its niche is within the
arts and communications, wrapped
within this liberal arts context and
then part of the purpose of that
mission is to admit at the under-
graduate level anyway, to admit
openly and to admit unreservedly,
and that’s the word actually used in
the mission is unreservedly and I
think that’s been the strength of
Columbia.

The strength has been, it has
admitted, those people with an
inclination to the things we teach.
And if they have that inclination
they can come to Columbia, they
can study and they can learn and
they can further those inclinations,
whether that be fine arts, or
whether that be graphic arts, or
whether that be photography.



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 oM i k e  D e S a l l e

2 5

And Mike Axelandroff used to say,
and I think it was right and we’re
seeing it now, play out at higher
education, with the chancellor of
University of California system who
is no longer going to use the SATs
for admission. Mike Alexandroff
used to say that sometimes an
important artist or sometimes
maybe even the next great
American novelist is not going to
score very well on the SATs and
that’s just a fact. Nobody is quite
sure why. So I think the niche focus
of arts and communications and the
open admissions go hand in hand
to make this college strong and
that’s why it survived. And it’s not
a college that’s all things to all
people. I mean our focus is the arts.

Then let ’s  ta lk  a  l i t t le  b i t  about

your  depar tment ’s  r e lat ionsh ip  to

that  and how a schoo l  that  you

know Columbia  is  a lways r e fe r r ed

to  as  tu i t ion  dr iven.  Maybe you

cou ld  ta lk  a  l i t t le  b i t  to  that  and

the cha l lenges that  c reates  i f

tu i t ion  is  r is ing ,  i f  there ’s  a

tens ion between open admiss ion

and the tu i t ion  dr iven co l lege?

We are a tuition dependent school
unlike other colleges and universi-
ties, at least some of the bigger
college and universities, but not
unlike some of the other good,
smaller, liberal arts colleges
throughout the country, which are
also very tuition dependent.
Tuition certainly is the life blood
and I think it is more difficult
sometimes to run a Columbia
College, than it is to run a
Northwestern. I can’t imagine the
chief financial officer at
Northwestern sweating the budget
for the upcoming year because they
know they have a 1,000 freshman
seats and they get 12 or 15 thou-
sand applications for those seats
and maybe some years they get
13,000 applications and maybe

some years they get 17,000, but
who cares, they’re going to fill their
thousand seats.

With Columbia and its drive for
growth and its uncertainties on
who’s going to actually show up
and register for classes. It becomes
a very difficult, complex process of,
you know, budgeting and financial
planning, much more so than the
other institutions. Plus the other
institutions, like a Northwestern
and others, can count on large
alumni giving to construct build-
ings on campus and that makes the
job a little easier than before. So I
think in many ways a Columbia
College is very difficult to run,
whether it be from my office or
whether it be from the office of the
president of the provost or
anywhere else. It becomes an
extremely difficult corporation, I
think, to run.

So do you watch enro l lment

numbers  as  the semester  comes

closer  to  the beg inn ing and l ike

other  peop le  watch the stock

market  o r—?

It’s funny because we do watch
enrollment and we actually have it
up on our computers. And we can
see each student as they register, as
their bill prints out, wherever that
is on campus another number clicks
up on the computer screen, so you
can see it literally second by
second. And both presidents that I
work for, it’s not true with Warrick
so far because he’s fairly new. But
both Mike Alexandroff and John
Duff, would literally two times
every morning or three times every
afternoon come around the corner
and run into my office and say,
“what’s the number?” and I would
pull it up on the screen and I
would say well, “we’ve registered

225 students so far.” And they
would say “oh, is that good or
bad?” And we would say, “well,
that’s four hours and we’re going to
be open another five.” So we would
take that number and we’d—

Pro ject .

—project out through the end of
the say what the number would be
and we’d compare it with the
budget and we’d say, “oh, we’re
going to hit the budget today it
looks good.” And then literally,
without an hour later they’d come
back and ask the same question,
just to be sure it didn’t fall off or it
didn’t go down.

Or i t  came up a  b i t?

Or it came up you know, so it was
always funny. And I would say to
John or Mike, “look, don’t bother
me anymore.” You know what it’s
going to be for the day, but yes we
do watch it very closely.

How does tu i t ion  get  determined?

Does i t  come out  o f  your  o f f ice ,

that  we need to  ra ise  tu i t ion  or

are  you one o f  the  oppos i tes  that

is  par t  o f  that  and how does that

concern—you know aga in  I ’m

ta lk ing maybe in  r e lat ion  to  the

admiss ion .  Is  there  a  wor r y  that ,

that  increas ing tu i t ion  you st i l l

might  at t ract  a  lot  o f  the

students  because i t  would  st i l l  be

seen as  a f fo r dab le ,  but  some o f

the students  o f  lower  income that

might  not  be  ab le  to  a f fo r d  i t  but

would  l ike  to  have that  access to

h igher  educat ion  to  the ar ts  you

know might  be exc luded? Could

you speak to  that  in  that  round -

about  way I  asked?

Sure. Tuition is established by a
number of folks, including myself.
And it starts every year in the
month of January. And in that
month, my office does financial
projections for the following year,
so in the month of January 2001,
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we would have done projections for
the college’s fiscal year 2001, 2002,
beginning September 1, 2001.

September,  okay.

And we have a computer generated
model, which helps us do the
projections and that model has a
number of variables that go into it
and we put as many things, as
much information as possible,
numbers of faculty that we believe
we want to hire, numbers of staff
that we believe we want to hire,
new program initiatives that we
know about that are on the draw-
ing board that may be close to
implementation, upgrading of facil-
ities, a number of variables that go
into that model. We generate the
outcome of that model and then
determine how much tuition its
going to take to accomplish those
tasks, or to finance those invest-
ments. 

And we look at the reasonableness
of that, of doing all the things we
want to do and sometimes it
becomes unreasonable, because the
tuition would have to be set at a
level that would be too high, 15%
increase, 20% increase. So then, we
start backing out or removing some
of the investments that we’d like to
do, but we realize we probably
should put off and push them into
some future year so that we can get
the tuition back down to some
reasonable number. Once that
number is decided on, it’s really
decided on by the president, myself
and the provost. 

We do, within recent years, run it
through the budget priorities
committee of the college council,
which is composed of mainly
faculty, so they get a chance to have
input as well on the number. And
then once everybody is in agree-
ment with it, we then take it to the
Board of Trustees for final approval.

The committees and the Board and
the full Board and show all the
reasons for it.

But you do ask an interesting ques-
tion, and that is once it’s set you
know it does have an impact on
students, an economic impact and
that’s always a concern. And one of
the things we do, is we analyze
what a student in the lower
economic class would have to pay
and how much aid that student, in
that lower economic class, would
get.

Could  r easonab ly  be  expected to

get?

Yes.

That ’s  interest ing.  

And we look at that quite—

So you do look at  that  care fu l l y.

Yes, very carefully. Now it has gone
up over the years and one of the
things that’s difficult to measure is
what President Clinton put in at
about 1998 I believe it was, it’s a
tax credit. It’s a lifetime learning
credit and a hope scholarship
credit, which you can declare on
your tax returns and it sort of
depends on what income tax
bracket you’re in. So, it’s hard for
us to measure a particular student
and their family and how much
money they actually might be
getting back, with those tax
credits. 

But with that, even with that we
believe that student in that lower
economic class is losing a little bit
of ground, simply because some of
the federal money and state money
has not increased at the same rate
that we have increased our tuition.
So there is a spread and we do
worry about that and we do look at
it, but we still don’t think its
unfair for higher education degree
to pay that spread between what a

student would get in full aid and
what they would have to pay out of
their pocket.

And the third thing that we do
from time to time, we haven’t done
it recently, but on or about 1996
we brought someone in from the
outside, a professor of the
University of Pennsylvania that
does a lot of research in higher
education and he took our tuition
rate and put it in the context of the
market and we concluded, at that
time, that we were substantially
under priced in the market and
based on that conclusion, we went
through a period of some years
where we increased tuition quite a
bit. I think as high as 12% in a few
years, simply because we felt we
were underpriced given our posi-
tion in the market. 

So we look at a number of things.
We look at the economically disad-
vantaged students, we look at the
market competition and then we
look at just the reasonableness of
the rates themselves. 

And another  th ing maybe you can

give  us  a  l i t t le  ins ight  into  that  I

don’ t  th ink many peop le  know

about ,  the  r e lat ionsh ip  wi th  the

Board  o f  Trustees.  At  Co lumbia

f rom what  I  understand is  a

pretty  hea l thy  one between the

Board  o f  Trustees and inst i tut ion

or  do  you f ind  them suppor t ive  or

do you f ind  that  you have to

conv ince them?

No, the Board is wonderful and the
place would not exist without the
board. There’s certain people on the
board that have given so much of
their time and money on behalf of
Columbia and in particular I
mentioned him earlier, David
Ruben before he passed away, gave
so much of his time, money and
attention and his wife is still giving
money to Columbia college on
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behalf of him. Al Harris, Chairman
of the Board, longtime chairman of
the board, for 12 years, is going to
be stepping down this year as
chairman, but Al Harris has given
so much of his time and effort over
the years. And I mean, Columbia
would not be a place without some-
body like Al Harris. 

And Bill Hood, who’s been on the
board for probably 12 to 15 years,
used to teach photography as a part
time instructor back in the 70s and
went on to be a successful invest-
ment banker and lawyer. He’s given
so much of his time and attention
to Columbia. So the board has actu-
ally played a really key role and the
board’s role certainly is a policy role
and they have really stayed within
that role and they have allowed the
administration of the college to
actually run the college and it’s
always been a very good relation-
ship. 

Obviously over a long time period
you have difficulties, but all in all
its always been, at least in my
tenure coming up on 12 years now
it’s been a very healthy, very good
relationship and that’s the only way
it works so it’s been wonderful.

You ment ioned ear l ie r  th is

computer,  the  model  that  you

have that  you put  a l l  the  in fo rma-

t ion  in  and a lso  be ing ab le  to

t rack the number  o f  r eg ist rants

you know as they  come in .  Can

you ta lk  about  some o f  the  th ings

that  under  your  tenure  you’ve

implemented and why you wanted

to  br ing  these into  Co lumbia  you

know some o f  the  changes that

you’ve  overseen and what  they

have he lped the co l lege to  do?

Yeah, and that’s a long question.

That ’s  okay,  take your  t ime.

We’ve done an awful lot of things
within the accounting, let me start
with the accounting structure itself.
We’ve done a lot of things within
the accounting/systems structure.
Two key people there, Bernadette
McMahon, who is the college’s
Chief Information Officer, has been
with Columbia for almost 20 years
now, has done a remarkable job.
Every system that we now have at
Columbia, she’s had a personal
hand in putting that system in,
that structure in. And another
person, the college’s Controller Ann
Kennedy, who I believe you inter-
viewed in the first round, also has
been at Columbia for 20 years, has
done a remarkable job.

The systems have been imple-
mented over a long period of time
and then at least in the 12 years
now that I’ve been here, we’ve
changed them once. So things that
we put in, in the late 80s and early
90s, are now changing again as
we’re in the next millennium, we’re
changing them. So we’ve actually
done things twice over those twelve
years and it’s simply because tech-
nology has changed so much and so
fast. 

And we’re finished with a project
called Enterprise Allegro, that was
five to six million dollar invest-
ment over a period of about two
and a half, three years which
revamped purchasing and budget-
ing and accounting and payroll and
human resources. I may be forget-
ting something, but a few other
systems and we’re ready to go into
Enterprise Allegro Phase II, which
is starting this summer. It will be a
two year project and it’s going to
encompass all the student systems
on the student side of the house, So
that will be the course description,
master files of all the classes which
generate our revenue and all the

billings to students. It will be
financial aid software. It will be
academic advising student software.
It will be cashiering software, so it’s
an integrated enterprise kind of
system.

And that  is  coming out  o f  your

o f f ice?

Yes.

I  mean many th ings that  you just

l is ted obv ious ly  a re  the focus o f

other  depar tment ’s  o f f ices ,  but

that ’s  coming out  o f  your  o f f ice .

Yes.

So there  wi l l  be  a  system cent ra l

fo r  in fo rmat ion  and fo r  a l l  o f  that

to  be—?

Well, it’s always come out of my
office, but there are certain other
departments obviously, that the
line functions and I actually do a
lot of the work. And then we
moved things around. We’ve always
had a separate Bursar Department,
which is the Student Billing
Department and a separate
Financial Aid Department. We’re
now going to integrate those
departments as one beginning this
coming fiscal year, September 1,
2001 and call it student financial
services. So it will be sort of like a
one-stop shopping for students. It
will combine cashiering, financial
aid, bursar into one office so that
students will now know they got to
one place to handle all of their
financial transactions. Other schools
have gone to this. I’d say probably
25% of the colleges now in the
country are running that approach
and we’re going to be right there
with them. 

But in addition to that and all the
things we did there there’s all the, I
think the other things that were
important over the years, at least in
my years on the other piece of the
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administrative side, I sort of listed
a few year, we certainly over the
years expanded the Institutional
Research Department, which is
headed up by Ann Foley and
they’ve done just a remarkable job
in giving us a lot of good market-
ing and research data, that both my
office and the provost office and the
president’s office depend on. That’s
important information, so we’ve
really expanded that. 

We’ve added over the years an
Internal Audit Department, so we
have a professional auditor that
checks after everybody and makes
sure that the I’s are dotted and the
T’s are crossed and everything is
running. We’ve put in a wellness
program for faculty and staff in a
joint venture with Roosevelt, which
I think is important till this day,
because we have a lot of students
and faculty and staff who use their
facilities over there because we
don’t have those kinds of facilities.
We’ve expanded and made a more
comprehensive development and
public relations program, headed
up by Dr. Woody White and he’s
been in that position for, I think,
about five or six years now and
we’ve invested a lot more money
and resources in that and I think
it’s paid off for the college in the
long run. 

And then on the academic side
we’ve done an awful lot because
every time one of these programs
comes through the line from all the
talents and faculty that we have it’s
got to be reviewed by people like
me and others and then we have to
decide—does this go in or does it
not go in. But we’ve put in an
awful lot on the curriculum side,
digital photography came in over
the last decade, the audio tech—

Okay.

The audio technology center and
the sound program started over the
last decade, fashion design and
fashion merchandising, the master
of arts and teaching program, the
interpreter training program, the
Booker Paper Center, the MA in
interior design, the MA in architec-
tural studies, multimedia major,
the jazz program or the jazz band
that we have, early childhood
education and the creation of the
science institute. All those things
came in over the last decade which
really I think has really caused
Columbia to elevate itself in the
eyes of the higher education
community and really the commu-
nity at large about our programs.

I  just  want  to  back up fo r  the  lay

person l ike  me and i f  you cou ld

just  expand on a  l i t t le  b i t  more ,

because when you ta lk  about  the

academic s ide  and you don’ t

necessar i l y  th ink o f  the  f inance

you know your  o f f ice  as  be ing

integra l l y  r e lated to  that ,  do  you

he lp  to  assess that  as  be ing

someth ing that ’s  good fo r  the

co l lege? You keep say ing invest -

ment  in  the  co l lege.

Yes.

So cou ld  you speak to  that  just  a

l i t t le  more  how you are  par tner -

ing  I  guess wi th  the academic

s ide and investment  in  the  future

of  the  co l lege?

Yeah, and I think that’s what it is. I
think any good school does call it a
partnership between the provost,
which is typically the chief
academic officer and the vice presi-
dent for finance or the chief finan-
cial officer. Typically those two
individuals at most schools really
partner. And the way it typically
works is a faculty member or
whoever, I mean it could be a staff

member, it could be a chair of the
department, it could be a dean. It
could be anybody that comes up or
generates an idea and that idea sort
of percolates up through the
system. And where it comes
together obviously is within the
management group which is the
chief academic officer and the chief
financial officer.

And so what someone like me
would look at in a new program,
and I’ll give you an example. We’re
looking at a program now in
composing for film at the graduate
level and what someone like myself
looks at is the marketing data that
may or may not exist, how many
students might be interested in
composing for film, because obvi-
ously ideas need to be supported by
the economics and you can’t have a
good program, if literally you’re
only going to end up with two or
three students. That’s not a viable
program. So one has to research, or
gather the market data to say yeah,
we think over a period of time with
some investment in advertising PR,
etc., we’re going to get X number
of students. And if we do the
program costs are going to be as
follows and so the provost and I
would work together on what are
all the costs that are going to have
to be involved in the program. I’ll
need faculty. Are we going to need
both full and part time? What
kinds of technology are we going to
need? What kinds of space are we
going to need, do we have it? And
so we pull all that together and
then we look out maybe a year or
two or three and we say to
ourselves this looks like a viable
program or no, it doesn’t look like
a viable program.
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Is  the  ent repreneur ia l  sp i r i t  s t i l l

a l i ve  in  ta lk ing about  th is

spec i f ic  generat ing o f  new

programs whereas there  might  be

a demand on students  say ing we

want  th is ,  but  you th ink i ts

v iab le  in  at t ract ing students  or

you know that—?

Well, I think the entrepreneurial
spirit is still alive at Columbia. It’s
not as alive as it once was maybe
under Mike Alexandroff. But I’m
not sure that it can be anymore
because we’re such a big, compli-
cated place and we’ve got groups
now that we hadn’t had before.
We’ve got the CCFO, which is the
Columbia College Faculty
Organization, we’ve got a part-time
teaching union, we’ve got a number
of committees of the college coun-
sel. And so what used to be back
when I came in more of a corporate
model where a few people would sit
down and percolate these ideas
because there wasn’t many commit-
tees and there wasn’t unions and
other kinds of complications, that
programs could get in rather
quickly. So we could take from
when an idea was generated to
when it was actually implemented
was a rather short period of time. 

And now because we’re bigger and
more complex and we’ve got more
constituencies and those
constituencies have a voice, it takes
longer from the generation of an
idea to when it’s actually imple-
mented. And in some ways that’s
sad, but in other ways its also
healthy and so the timing is just
going to be longer and that’s just
going to be the way it is and I
don’t think Columbia can ever go
back because we’re just too big.

What do you see as ,  wel l  f i rs t  o f

a l l  anyth ing e lse  you want  to  add

on what  has changed or  what

you’ve  brought  or  what  you’ve

seen grown over  your  tenure

here?

Certainly the student population
has grown and maybe others will
elaborate on that as well. But over
the decade that I’ve been here the
college has grown from about
6,500 students to about 9,200
students and 4 buildings and
maybe 400,000 total square feet to
15 facilities and close to a million
and a half square feet of space, so—

Could  you speak to  that  just  a

l i t t le  b i t  w i th  your  o f f ice  in  over -

see ing the two— i t  seems a lmost

two with in  the last  two or  th ree

years  there ’s  been an exp los ion

of  acqu is i t ion  o f  p roper ty  and

bu i ld ing.  How much is  that  par t

o f  that  long term p lan or  shor t

term p lan that  you have and how

does that  f i t  in to  address ing the

needs I  guess o f  the  co l lege f r om

your  po int  o f  v iew?

Well, certainly the explosion of
space is a result of the explosion in
the student population, so they go
hand in hand. As we increase our
size, which we have wanted to do,
which we have consciously wanted
to do even though over the years
there have been some constituencies
that have indicated that we should
just hold still. That we’re now a
school of 7,000 and we shouldn’t
try to grow any further and we
should adequately support that size
and staff it with the appropriate
faculty and just be a school of X. 

We have consciously wanted to
grow and I would hope the college
would continue to want to do that.
I think growth has been its life. I
do think as the college goes
forward in the future, it may need
to look at certain programs and not
have those programs grow. We’re

seeing particular pressure now,
within the Film and Video
Department, which is our largest
department and a very good depart-
ment. It’s the largest film depart-
ment now in the country, very
difficult now to find teachers that
can actually teach the subjects
because we’ve gotten so large. So
I’m thinking that in the future one
of the challenges may be that
certain programs will indeed have
to stop growing, for one reason or
another.

But going back to the real estate,
obviously, and I know Bert Gall
spoke in the first interview session,
it’s been an instrumental part in
dealing with the college’s growth
in his capacity for many years, as
both the chief academic officer and
sort of a vice president for adminis-
tration. He’s now no longer over
the academic side, but certainly was
instrumental in all those years in
building this campus. And you
know there were certain points
along the way that you know there
were certain buildings along the
way that were, I think, certainly
the keys going on.

I think one of them was the build-
ing that we’re actually doing this
interview in which was the Torco
Building. It was actually purchased
in 1990 when Mike Alexandroff
was president and it took us an
awful long period of time to
convince Mike Alexandroff that
this was a good purchase. He
thought it was too big and the
college couldn’t afford it and it
took us probably six months of
working on him alone before we
could get to the board to purchase
this building. And he finally said,
“you know you guys are right, we’ll
need the 624 S. Michigan Avenue
facility.” And Bert and I went off to
San Francisco to buy it—because
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the owner was in San Francisco at
the time. And you know it turned
out to be a real key building in the
college’s growth and now supports
a lot of the arts majors.

Another key building was the dorm
because we’ve always been a
commuter school and never had a
dormitory. And John Duff, was
president. Mike returned in ’92,
John Duff became president in
1993, and we always had in our
planning, we always had on the
plan a dormitory, but it was always
down you know number 15 and
number 16 and number 20.

I t  got  the  ax at  those Januar y

meet ings.

Yes, that’s correct. And I got a call
in 1992, 1993 period from a chair-
man of the company that handles
our insurance and he said, “I want
to come out and thank you for your
business for the last few years,” and
so I said, “sure, come on out. You
can thank us for our business,” and
I invited Bert to come to the meet-
ing. And so we were sitting there.
The chairman of this company was
actually Hazerall Insurance
Company here in Chicago that
thanked us for our business and
said, “well what are your plans for
the future? What are you guys
going to do?” And so we started
sharing those plans. Turned out
that because he was a wealthy CEO,
he was also an investor in an apart-
ment building in the Printer’s Row
area. 

So he called us about 30 days after
the meeting and he said, “you guys
still got that dorm on your list”
and we said, “yeah but it’s like
number 15.” And he says, “I’ve got
the perfect building for you. I’m
one of the investors in the building
and I’d like for you guys to come

see it.” So we got the president,
Bert, others and we trooped over
and we took a tour of this rather
attractive building at 731 S.
Plymouth Court and our eyes went
up and we said, “this is the perfect
form, this is wonderful,” and the
purchase price was right and we
did some financial projections and
we said, “we could at least put, you
know, 350 students or 400 students
in this dorm” and we ran the
numbers and said, “we ought to do
it.” And so it moved from you
know number 15 on the list to
number 1 and so that was certainly
a key in the college’s growth.

The other I think is the
Waddington Building that we just
purchased a year or so ago. As
you’ve said, we’ve gone through a
few years where we’ve purchased a
lot of buildings and that one was
one that we had on the list for
some time. We wanted to purchase
a building again for our growth but
we couldn’t quite afford it and
every time we looked at it we said,
we just can’t. We’re just not of the
size yet to do it. 

But then we came up with a sort of
an attractive or unattractive
depending on ones point of view on
how to acquire it and it was sort of
an off balance sheet transaction. It
was a financing technique where
we’d let somebody else actually
own the building, but yet we
would use it—so that both the
asset value and the debt would not
be on the college’s books. And so
we were in the process of putting
all that structure together and it
was a complicated structure and the
interest rates were a little high, but
yet that’s the way it had to be done.
And some of our board members,
that we had involved in it, never
particularly liked this off balance
sheet financing technique. They

thought it was a little risky and
that we shouldn’t do it and the
equity investor that we had lined
up was asking a little bit too much
on his equity return. 

So what happened was I got a call
from the chairman of the board, Al
Harris, I can’t remember at what
point in time. It must have been
1998. And he said, “I’ve got some
great news,” and I said, “what is
it?” He said “we’ve got an anony-
mous donor who is willing to give
the money to purchase this
Luddington Building for the home
of the new Film Department and
there’s only one catch.” And I said,
“well, what’s the catch?” And he
said, “we’ve got to undo everything
we’ve done up to this point, on this
off balance sheet transaction,
because the anonymous donor
doesn’t like all this complicated
financial work,” and I said—

No prob lem.

“No problem at all. It will be
unraveled in, you know, a day,” and
it was. And we got a check for you
know close to $5 million dollars
payable to Columbia College from
an anonymous donor, to buy that
facility. And then the same anony-
mous donor, not more than a year
later, gave us another $3 million
dollars to purchase some of the
other buildings that we were
after, so.

With an anonymous donor,  do  you

th ink the board  went  out  and sa id

you know we don’ t  l ike  the way

th is  is  go ing.  Let ’s  t r y  to  f ind  an

a l ternat ive  and the board  came

up or  d id  i t—?

Yes, I’m sure that’s exactly what
happened. I’m sure that’s exactly
what—
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Wil l  we ever  know who i t  was?

I don’t think so. No. No.

Wow, that ’s  p retty  amaz ing stor y.

Yeah.

You don’ t  have to  spend much

t ime on th is  but  I  th ink o f  say

l ike  a  schoo l  o f  U  o f  I  down in

Champaign -Urbana and growth

and acqu is i t ion  has to  be ver y

d i f fe rent  than t r y ing to  grow an

urban inst i tut ion  and you know

our  p roper ty  va lues,  par t icu la r ly

in  r ecent  h istor y,  have esca lated

par t icu la r ly  in  some cases in  th is

ne ighborhood,  th is  neck o f  the

woods.  Cou ld  you ta lk ,  just  a

l i t t le  b i t ,  to  that  o f  the  cha l -

lenges o f  be ing an urban inst i tu -

t ion  o f  h igher  educat ion ,  that ’s

growing?

Yeah, it certainly is a challenge. All
you have to do is stay ahead of the
game and I think we’ve been able
to do that and I think we’re going
to continue to do that because
that’s one of the items at the top of
our list. And by staying ahead of
the game, certainly if we had more
resources back five or ten years ago
we would have purchased more
land in this immediate area because
10, 12 years ago you could walk
down Wabash Avenue heading
south and it was a disaster once you
got past the Hilton Hotel, burned
out buildings and unattractive
properties and nobody investing in
anything till today where it’s one of
the hottest markets. We have
condominiums, luxury condomini-
ums going up just about on every
corner. 

But by staying ahead of the game,
we have a lot on the corner of
Wabash and 11th Street that we
own. It’s now a sculpture garden,
but it’s purpose is for future build-
ing on that site. We also have a lot
at 1401 S. Wabash, right next to
our facility there that is a good

sized piece of property, also suitable
for building. And the third piece of
property that we have is on, I think
the address is 724, 754 South
Wabash, right behind the Hilton
Hotel, Buddy Guy’s piece of prop-
erty. We own that property, that
building that we will be raising,
that building once Buddy Guy
moves into his new facility.

So we actually have three pieces of
property that we think position the
college for the next 10 maybe 20
years, but one I think has to look
out even further so we are
constantly monitoring the area and
if something comes up we will
obviously try to acquire something
for the future, something for 30
years out, if Columbia continues to
grow.

How impor tant  was i t  and th is

might  just  be  a  smal l  s ide  but

br ing ing to  the dance center  you

know that ’s  spread ing out  o f

Co lumbia ,  i t  does seem to  be

conso l idat ing,  g rowing and

conso l idat ing in  the  same area.

That was one of the other things
we had on our agenda for many
years was to move the dance center
down and we always said to
ourselves it was just unaffordable,
we couldn’t do it. And  I think the
trigger that actually made us move
the dance center down here and
move it up on the list, our invest-
ment list quicker, was the area
itself where the dance center
existed up on Sheridan Road. It was
always sort of a difficult area. It was
a bad area in which to place
students. And the area got progres-
sively worse and we started to have
literally drive by shootings at night
in that area cause I was actually
over security at that point in time.
I’m not now but I was actually
running the security, was one of the
offices that reported to me. 

And the Chicago Police
Department was actually in our
buildings at night with surveillance
cameras because there were drive by
shootings. There were drug transac-
tions on the street. There was pros-
titution on the street and it just
kept getting bad. And I believe,
someone as I recall, someone was
shot in the morning. It wasn’t a
nighttime shooting anymore. We
weren’t talking about 2 o’clock in
the morning, 3 o’clock in the
morning. Somebody was shot at 10
o’clock in the morning and we
scrambled around because we really
thought it was one of our students.
The first word we got was, it was a
student. And we were in a
complete panic trying to figure out
if it was one of our students. If it
wasn’t, was it one of our faculty,
one of our staff? Turned out that it
wasn’t. It wasn’t any of the above,
but with that I mean it was a big
wake up call.

Never  the less ,  yeah.

It was a big wake up call and the
president at the time, John Duff
said, “we’ve got to move the dance
center. That’s it. We’re not doing
this anymore. It’s coming down and
it’s going to be one of our top
investments and even if we have to
struggle financially for a while,
we’re bringing it down.” And so it
was just his will saying, “it’s going
to happen. We’re not putting it
off anymore.” So, that’s what
happened.

What’s  on the top f i ve  investment

l is t  now i f  you can d ivu lge that?

Yeah, the biggest item on there is a
new student union and you may
have heard that and others may
have heard that cause we’ve had
that out. We’d really like to build
on that land a beautiful student
union which would house not only
a place for students to go and relax
and eat and study and relate.
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More home based fo r  a  commu-

n i ty  schoo l?

Yeah, it would be a home for
students to relate. Right now they
have various places they can go, but
we’re still this diverse campus you
know in an urban area. And also
have offices in there, like our new
student financial services office is
going to be an excellent place to
house. You know if a student needs
to deal with their balances or their
financial aid issues it’s right there,
so our goal was to do that. It’s an
$18 to $20 million-dollar venture
and we certainly don’t have the
money to do it now, but it is right
at the top of our list to try to do
and we’re hoping that both our
board will help us there and our
alumni will help us to get there.

We’re certainly looking for more
dormitory space now, that’s on our
list and many of you know that
we’re conceivably going to go
forward with a joint venture with
DePaul and Roosevelt and Robert
Morris. It’s been in the newspaper,
we’ve been working on it for two
years. If it’s going to move forward,
it’s going to move forward this
summer and we’re working very
hard right now on that project. So
if it goes, it will go this summer.
That will bring almost 1,700 new
beds to this immediate area, which
about 600 of them will be ours.
The rest will be DePaul, Loyola and
Robert Morris, so dormitory space
is certainly up on the list.

And certainly the continued expan-
sion into some of the buildings that
we currently own but we can’t get
into yet. We own all of the 33 East
Congress building, but have not
had the funds to get some of the
floor remodeled and some of the
departments in there. We’ve got
two more floors, in the
Waddington Building, to build out

and get departments moved in
there. And then obviously
programs are the third or fourth,
depending on how you view the
last, right up to the top because we
do think we want to continue to
grow. Our new president has indi-
cated he wants us to grow and so
looking at new programming kinds
of activities and/or reshaping some
of the current academic curriculum
we have so that we get better
marketing for that is at the top of
the list too and that’s going to take
some money. And the last thing on
the list, is a reorganized structure
for Columbia college. That’s also
something that’s been going on for
about two years and the president
is ready to move forward with a
new structure, that combines a lot
of departments together into a
school and that is going to take
some investment to get the depart-
ments combined and get them into
schools so the school media—

Oh okay.

—school, art and design, and
all the Liberal and Education
Departments would come together
under one, yes.

So students  cou ld  and would  be

ab le  to  take f r om a l l  the  schoo ls

but  the organ izat ion  would  be

more—

Yes, be more vertical.

More ver t ica l .

Yes. Yes.

Thank you,  okay interest ing.  

Yes.

What about  s ince you’ve  been

here ,  some o f  the  b iggest  cha l -

lenges that  Co lumbia  has had to

face? You’ r e  prepared ?

Certainly the growth of the student
population has been the biggest
challenge for the college. And

while I’ve said earlier, that we’ve
consciously wanted to grow and
become a larger entity and I think a
more powerful entity, it has posed a
lot of challenges because we’ve
obviously had to invest in more
faculty (inaudible) part time. We’ve
had to invest in more staff, support
staff, academic support staff and
other staff to move forward. And I
think as a college while we’ve
gotten better, while we’ve reduced
the class sizes over the years so
we’ve gotten smaller class sizes,
we’ve got better ratios for student
faculty to student. We’ve got better
ratios of square footage per student
that we’ve ever had, so we’ve made
progress on those. We’re still a
little bit behind that growth curve
so we always lag a little bit, we
always need a little bit more
faculty, a little bit more staff, a
little bit more space. So that’s been
a challenge, but I think we’ve been
successful because we’ve improved a
lot of those ratios over the years. 

And certainly the other challenge
has been technology because tech-
nology has just caused us all, every-
where to change, not only in my
areas but departments to change.
For example, we talked earlier
about digital photography so you
can have a chair of a Photography
Department that’s had to deal with
computers that actually do and
manipulate images and the conver-
gence of all this technology and the
obsolescence rate of the technology.
No sooner than you buy something
and invest a lot of money in it, it’s
obsolete within a year or two. So
the challenges of just keeping up
with all of that and investing in
that has been a major challenge.

And a third thing I think, is just
coming up with you know new and
improved ideas within the curricu-
lum, within the structure to both
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attract new students and retain
current students. I mean you got to
continue to make it interesting
because the high school get better
at their curriculum and the
students come out, I think, more
educated and their expectations are
greater when they come to college.
So we’ve always got to stay one step
ahead of the high school so it forces
us to move into technology, into
areas that you wouldn’t dream
about years ago. English is now
taught in labs you know and fiction
writing is taught in labs and
marketing and accounting are
taught on computers, where before
you had a professor stand in a class-
room so those things impose a
great deal of challenge to the
college.

And I think the last thing I would
say on challenges is fundraising.
Fundraising has been a tremendous
challenge at Columbia, will
continue to be a tremendous chal-
lenge at Columbia. We’ve done
better every year but we’re still not
in the leagues, probably will never
be in the league, of you know some
of the top tier schools.

Now has that  fa l len  under  your

depar tment  as  wel l?  Is  that

someth ing that  you have to

take—?

No, that’s certainly not on me.

You don’ t  have to  wor r y  about—?

That’s right. I have to worry about
it from the standpoint of when we
put a budget together and we’re
going to count on the dollars to
come in. I’ve sort of got to keep my
fingers crossed to be sure that it
comes in and if it doesn’t come in
you know what’s plan B? What are
we going to do in the budget since
we’ve already made commitments?

So you say  we have to  do better

at  that ,  but  have we gotten

better  at  i t  over  the  last  decade

or  so?

Yes, I do think we’ve gotten better
over the last five to six years. I
think there was a period of time,
from when I came in ’89 to maybe
’95, that we didn’t make a lot of
progress. But I think certainly from
about ’95 through today we’ve
made substantial progress, but
we’ve got a long way to go. Our
alumni are going to be important
as Columbia moves forward. That
alumni group, which is now I don’t
know, 15, 16, 20 thousand I can’t
remember the number, that whole
group needs to be developed and
they need to contribute back to
their alma mater particularly in
light of we’re talking about a
student union. What more for an
alumni to give to, than a place you
know, as they remember when they
came to school here they probably
didn’t have a place to go. And it
would be an ideal giving opportu-
nity for alumni.

I  cannot  r emember  who I  was

speaking to  but  they  ta lked about

how sur veys  and r esearch on

some o f  the  Co lumbia  students

ver y  much ident i fy  wi th  the i r

depar tment  but  not  wi th  the

co l lege as  a  whole .  Is  that  r ing -

ing  a  be l l  o r  someth ing l ike  that

and need ing to  focus more on

that  ident i fy ing  wi th  the inst i tu -

t ion  and student  un ion cer ta in ly

be ing a  par t  o f  that .  I  mean

hav ing a— 

Yes.

Not  just  go ing to  your  c lassroom

and your  own depar tment  major.

Yes. That is certainly true and it
comes from surveys that our
Institutional Research Department
does on every incoming student,
every outgoing students and

students somewhere in between
because we’re always surveying the
students. And they continue to say
that and they have said that for a
long period of time. They do iden-
tify with the department. You
know if they’re a theater major they
identify with the Theater
Department, the faculty and the
Theater Department and they don’t
identify with some of the other
departments.

But you know, I’m not sure if that’s
a real problem because I think
that’s probably true of many
schools. They do tend to identify
with the department. It may not be
true with some of the bigger
schools that maybe have big foot-
ball programs or basketball
programs where people can rah,
rah, rah the football team or the
basketball team.
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