
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

S a r a  L i v i n g s t o n

Okay. Today is October the 10th 2001,
and this is an interview with Sara
Livingston, Acting Associate Dean of
Media Arts.

Is  that  cor rect?

That’s correct.

Okay.  I f  we cou ld  star t  by  you

te l l ing  us ,  when d id  you come to

Columbia  and what  the c i r cum-

stances were?

Sure. 1986, I had just graduated
from a master’s program at the
University of Illinois. And Michael
Neiderman, who’s now the chair of
the Television Department, was one
of my instructors there. And he was
teaching at Columbia full-time.
And one of the courses he was
teaching was a genre study course,
and that was a course that he had
taught me at U of I. 

And he called me and said, “I’m
not able to teach this class this
semester, and you did very well in
the class”—and, you know, we
really had great discussions person-
ally about it. He said, “I’d like you
to teach it here, see if you like
teaching.” And I said, “Oh, God,
I’ve never taught before, but hey,
I’ll try it.” Because I had heard
Columbia was one of these very
laid-back places, with people of
varying abilities. And they really
encouraged me to try it, even
though I wasn’t a professional
teacher.

So I was working full-time at the
Chicago Access Corporation
producing programs for the
community, and I taught a night
class here because I couldn’t teach
here during the day. And it turned
out so well, that they asked if I
would teach another one next

semester and could I teach one very
early in the morning before I went
to work. And that was at the time
when the TV Department was
running classes beginning at 7:00
a.m. From 7:00 to 11:00, then
11:00 to 2:00, 2:00 to 6:00 and
6:00 to 11:00. I mean, it was just
like four-hour classes, four times. It
was just packed in there.

So I said, “sure, I would”—I really
enjoyed teaching and I had decided
to do it. And then I taught the
Analysis class, and I taught a
Studio Production class. And while
I was at the Access Corporation, I
had started to teach a class on
Studio Production there as well,
because part of the Chicago Access
Corporation was to bring the tools
of production to the common
person. It was their mission to
make everyone a TV producer who
had something to say.

So I was working in the commu-
nity with community groups, and
then I got to work with Columbia
College students at the same time,
and it was kind of like the same
population. It was—we had a lot of
older students in my Columbia
class, and we had students of all
ages and all nationalities and all
languages at the Access
Corporation, too. So they were two
very compatible jobs.

I think it was in 1988, after I had
taught two semesters, one of the
full-time faculty members, Barbara
Sykes, who I also knew from my
past—I was good friends with her
sister—was going on sabbatical. So
Barbara Sykes was going on sabbat-
ical, and the TV Department got
permission to hire a full-time
person for a year while she was

gone, because she was taking a full
year. And I applied for it, and had a
wonderful interview at Morris.
Went out to lunch, talked a lot of
trash, talked a lot about the busi-
ness and about one item on my
resume, which was that I had
attended school in Barcelona. And
one of—one of the schools I went
to at Spain was the University of
Salamanca, and he really was
fixated on that Salamanca because
he had read a novel—he’s an avid
reader, he reads everything he can
get his hands on—and he went,
“Oh, I read a wonderful novel
about Salamanca. Tell me about
Salamanca.” So I told him about
Salamanca, and they offered me the
job. So I always tell my students,
“You know, you never know what
little quirky thing on your resume
is going to pique your employer’s
interest.” So I got a contract for a
year while Barbara was gone.

And when Barbara came back, the
department had grown, and they
got permission for a full-time
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position. And since I was there, I
just kind of slid into that. So I
went from being a part-time to a
one-year contract to a full-time
faculty member and have been here
ever since. So that’s how I got here.

And when were  you appo inted

Act ing Assoc iate  Dean and how

did  your  r espons ib i l i t ies  sh i f t

f r om teach ing a  fu l l  load to

hav ing a  more  admin ist rat ive

pos i t ion?

Oh, well, the full—the Dean posi-
tion is still—well, you can see I’m
still wet behind the ears here. I’ve
only had that position since
September 1st, of this year. So I’ve
been a full-time faculty member
until 2001, September, and now,
September 1st, I started as my
administrative self, and it’s quite
different. I’m still teaching class in
the Television Department, which
I’m glad of, it kind of keeps me
grounded and keeps me attached to
the students, but it’s such a differ-
ent experience. I really have to kind
of switch my whole way of think-
ing and my whole way of being to
go into the classroom and then to
go back to kind of solving prob-
lems. I’m finding that administra-
tive work is really—it’s the Bureau
of Exceptions to the Rule.
Everybody calls—everybody calls,
and everybody knows the rules, but
they have this one extenuating
circumstance, and they want to
explain why they want to step
outside of the boundaries, and it’s
very interesting. And everybody’s
got a very good case, and I think
that’s what an administrator’s life is
like, making a judgment on “Is this
a worthy enough cause to make an
exception to the rule?” So it’s
very—it’s very different.

I’m trying to think of how—since
it’s only a month new for me, I’m
going to have all of these probably
naïve assumptions about it but, you

know, it’s just kind of being a
clearinghouse for people to check.
They already—when they call the
dean, they kind of know what they
want to do, and they’re just kind of
checking it to make sure that this
is okay. And I know Doreen, who is
the dean that I’m helping out,
really appreciates it when people
don’t just call up and complain,
but call up and have a solution to
their problem and want to just
kind of run it by me. So that’s a
very interesting thing.

The other interesting part about
being an Associate Dean is all the
paperwork. Oh, my God—we’re
killing forests at the school. I
cannot believe how much paper
there is just to get a course to move
from the experimental phase into
the permanent phase. 

So all the associate deans are in
charge of keeping the catalog up to
date and keeping the web catalog
up to date. So all the changes—any
time someone wants to make a
three-hour class, a four-hour class or
a change of prerequisite, I got a
couple of pieces of paper, and I
make the changes in the catalog,
then I make the changes in the
web. And then I collect all this
material to send on to the
Curriculum Committee.

So I’ve become what Jan Garfield
used to be as the curriculum over-
seer. But Jan did it for the whole
college, and I only have to do it for,
you know, the eight departments
that the School of the Arts oversees,
so that’s considerable. I don’t envy
what she used to have to do.

So paperwork, solving problems.
And there are a few initiatives
that—Doreen is such a great boss
because she said, “Hey, is there

anything you’d like to make
happen?”

What’s  Doreen’s  last  name?

Oh, sorry, Doreen Bartoni.

Okay.  And she’s  the—

She’s the Acting Dean of Media
Arts.

Media  Ar ts .

So she has given me the opportu-
nity to say, “Hey, I’d like to get
this going,” and I can do that. And
I’ve started my taking what
happened on September 11th, this
tragedy that kept us from meeting
the first time we had—

I  looked at  that  date ,  September

12th.

Oh, yes, yes, because we didn’t
come the next day. But I’ve started
to have round-table discussions for
the school—any faculty member,
part-time or full-time, who would
like to come and discuss what
happened and how to—how to
integrate the occurrences into the
classroom. So we’ve had one meet-
ing, and we’re having some train-
ing sessions on how to take a hot
spot in your class and turn it into a
learning moment, so taking hot
moments and converting them into
learning moments. And we’re
going to start having a series of
workshops on how to facilitate
these discussions into class. But
people have come and have differ-
ent concerns about, you know, what
is the job of the teacher—politi-
cally, personally, socially, hetagogi-
cally—what are we supposed to do
with these events? So that was
something I’m really happy to be
learning on. 

And I’ve got another project I’d
like to start that I haven’t done yet,
and that’s surveying all the faculty
members and seeing what kind of
project they’re involved in and
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making a database out of it so we
can put people together to go for
funding, try to get money for indi-
vidual artists, producers. We’ve got
all the media-makers in our school.
And I know when I was a faculty
member, talking to other faculty
members, I always thought, “Can
we get some grant here? Can’t we
get some assistance in getting
grants?” So that’s something as a
recent faculty member, it’s still in
the back of my mind, so I’d like to
get that going, too. And I think
since the school is having a—what
is it, a department of sponsored
projects?—I think there’s going to
be some opportunity to do that
college-wide, and I’d like to do
something school-wide to feed into
that. So that’s another project that I
get to do on top of my paper-
work—ooh. There’s gotta be a
carrot with that big stick, you
know.

Let ’s  ta lk  a  b i t  about  how you

def ine  your  miss ion  o f  Co lumbia

Col lege and how you see—and i t

might  t ie  into  some o f  the  th ings

you’ve  a l r eady  sa id—but  how you

see your  r o le  o r  your  schoo l ’s

ro le  in  car r y ing that  miss ion  out ,

o r  accompl ish ing that?

Well, the two things that stand out
for me in the mission are commit-
ment to the community and our
hope that our students will author
the culture of our times. And I
think the School of Media Arts, is
very uniquely positioned to do that
just because media is the current
purveyor for culture. And I know
that there are several classes that
address that, address how we effect
and kind of deal with the culture,
what the media gets shown out in
the world, not just in this country,
but all over. And I think the social
and community aspect of the
mission is something else that
we’re in a very unique position to
effect.

There’s so many kids that come
here who learn how to work all the
equipment and, you know, learn
the theory of film-making and
video-making and writing, and
then they have all of this beautiful
skill, and then they don’t have a
message that they want to tell the
world. And I think part of our job
is to help them discover who they
are and formulate that message, and
then use the techniques and the
skills that we’ve taught them in the
classrooms to then disseminate and
get that message out.

As a faculty member in the TV
Department, we’ve done a few proj-
ects with OCAP, with the Office of
Community Arts Partnership, you
know?

Right ,  r ight .

And they’ve been very generous in
helping sponsor projects. I did a
project with the Cambodian
community where we taught. Well,
we had about—we had seven or
eight kids that were video students,
and seven or eight that were multi-
media students. And we brought
faculty in and had workshops all
summer, and they produced
websites and made videos about
themselves and their families. And
this was the precursor to doing a
larger project with them, which is
to kind of document their parents’
stories of living through the
Holocaust in Cambodia. And the
Cambodian Association wants to
have an archive of their own, and
kind of have a Holocaust Museum
of their own. So we started working
with the kids first, who would then
go to the parents and start asking
questions, you know, “Tell me your
story” kind of thing.

So we involved Columbia College
students from Multi-Media,
Academic Computing and the TV

Department in this. And a lot of
them, even though they graduated,
are still wanting to work with
them, and still do volunteer there.
So this is the kind of thing that I
think our mission brings such rich-
ness to the student’s life, as well as
an education.

I  just  want  to  pursue one th ing

a long sor t  o f  that  typ ica l ly  in

h igher  educat ion ,  inst i tut ions  o f

h igher  educat ion  are  p ictured as

these k inds o f  is lands,  these

oases,  a re  k ind  o f  r emoved f r om

the water.  And that ’s  cer ta in ly

not  the p icture  that  Co lumbia

facu l ty  and admin ist rat ion  see i t .

I t  seems—they descr ibe  i t  as

ver y  much a  par t  o f  the  urban,

the Ch icago fabr ic ,  that  you can’ t

separate  the two.  And obv ious ly,

you’ r e  speaking to  that .  But

cou ld  you expand on that  p r inc i -

pa l  that  you c i ted  commitment  to

the community?  Cou ld  you def ine

community  and how you see

Columbia ’s  r e lat ion  to  the

community  and what  i ts  commu-

n i ty  is?

Okay. Well, the first kind of—
maybe they’re concentric circles.
And I think the first concentric
circle is the Chicago, the City
community. And I think we reach
into the public schools and try to
get students to come to Columbia
for their further education. We
have a wonderful program, which
you’ve probably heard about before,
the High School Institute, where
we get people to come in while
they’re still in high school and start
taking classes that will transfer and
give them college credit.

We also have programs that I think
are kind of selfless, because they’re
not asking the students to come
here, but they’re just going into the
community and talking to grade
school and high school level
students and bringing whatever the
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subject matter is into that class-
room. I know fiction writing does
that, I know they’ve made beautiful
storybooks with students that are
in, you know, first, second, third
grade, and it could pique their
interest to a writing career. 

We have in the TV Department, in
the Media Arts area, a program that
I think Amoco underwrites. They
give us—I think we’ve got about
$25,000 a year to bring high school
students in from—there are six
different high schools—and they
come in and are making video proj-
ects, doing video projects about,
you know, their families, their
home, their community, and
getting them interested in telling
their story, whether they write it or
film it, it’s still their story, and it
has had quite a bit of success.
We’ve done that for the last—I
think this is our third year doing
that.

And that ’s  complete ly  separate

f rom the H igh Schoo l  Inst i tute?

Right, right. 

Is  there  another  name fo r  i t?

You know, I’ve only heard it
referred to as the Amoco Project,
because they’re the ones that
funded it. The TV Department had
a relationship with Amoco when
they had a pretty high-end facility
where they did in-house projects
for themselves. They stopped doing
that, they donated all their equip-
ment to the college, and their one
proviso was “We want you to do
something with the community
with part of this equipment.”

Do you know what  year  that  was,

by  any  chance?

Well, it was three years ago, so it
had to be ’99. So that—you know,
the Chicago community is one area,
and then I think out into the
suburbs, we do have a—oh, what is

it called?—it’s another acronym,
and I’m probably—it used to be
Chicago Area Media Educators
Network. And it was not directly
aimed at the students, but at
teacher who teach media who—you
know, people that had TV
programs in their high schools.
And it was citywide and suburban-
wide. 

So we would have teachers coming
here who would then go—they
would take classes here or talk
about the latest technical things or
the latest ways of teaching video
production, editing. And then they
could take that from Columbia into
their own classroom. So we had
kind of a teacher network going.

Another way that we reach Chicago
public schoolteachers and other
schoolteachers, which is another
layer of community, the
Educational Studies Program has,
you know, a wonderful program. I
think it’s called Teachers—Chicago
Teachers—I can’t remember. I’m
sorry, I can’t remember the exact
names of these. I can find out and
call you.

I teach a seminar in Media Literacy
to high school teachers. Because
they probably—I think high school
kids probably have a lot of exposure
to media and don’t really know
how to kind of protect themselves
from the images. So I have a—it’s
two weekends where the teachers
come in and I show them examples
of media manipulation. And this is,
you know, gender bias, race, age—
any kind of bias you can imagine—
we talk about media images and
how they affect the kids and all of
us—not just the kids, but I think
the kids are the most vulnerable to
that. And that’s another way that
we kind of teach in the media.

Is  that—that ’s  a  Co lumbia

program?

Yes.

(Inaudible).

Yeah, I teach it through
Educational Studies, because they
have a Master’s in Education
Program. And I think if you are—
if you have a degree in any subject
and you want to teach in the
Chicago public schools, you can
come in and in a year you can have
a master’s degree and get a certifi-
cate. You don’t have to have a
degree in Education. So you just
take your, you know, your history
degree or your biology degree and
go to this Columbia program for a
year and get a master’s degree and
go and teach in public schools.

So it’s really—it’s a very successful
program. I know they just got their
re-accreditation last year, you know,
the way we have at every ten-
year—I forget what it’s called.

Is  that  wi th  the Nor th  Cent ra l?

North Central, yeah. It’s their
version of this, so that’s another
way. And, you know, I think
Columbia reaches—I think they do
quite well in the Chicago area, and
I think our next step is to have
more of an influence outside of our
area. We are—we are, as everyone
says who has come to visit us—
we’re one of the best-kept secrets in
the Midwest, in the country, really,
because what we offer here is kind
of a secret. We have kept a lid on
our little life here, and I hope that
that’s going to change. I know that
with the restructuring, there are
more people in charge, and there
are more people able to kind of
reach out. Faculty, I think tradi-
tionally, has had to do a lot of the
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administrative work. And that
means that you do your administra-
tive work, and you teach classes,
and you have very little time left
over to do conferences and to do
artwork.

And with this new structure, I
think that we streamline things a
little more and allow faculty to go
out into the world more and tell
people what we’re doing, share
what we’re doing.

As a  teacher,  how do you br ing

that  va lue  o f  community  into  the

c lassroom,  i f  you cou ld  g ive  an

example—

Let’s see.

—with students  that  a re  in  the

c lassrooms that  don’ t  jo in  these

spec i f ic  p rograms or  a ren’ t

par t ic ipat ing?

I have a class called Individual
Visions, which is a class that we
just kind of formalized it because
we had a problem with people not
knowing what to do with their
skills like I said before. And this
class, the point of this class, is
having the student target some-
thing they feel strongly about and
then going after it as far as a
subject for their video that they’ll
work on for the next couple of
semesters.

So during this class, we just have
them brainstorm about, well, what
do you care about, what issues do
you care about? And then we try to
move that issue—if they say that
they are very interested in animals,
for example—then we try to hook
them up with the Anti-Cruelty
Society. Or the—oh, I’m trying to
think of an example that has actu-
ally happened—with the Sierra
Club, if they’re involved in, you
know, if the environment is some-
thing. Or if old people are an inter-
est of theirs, you know. We try to

get them to take an organization
and do research on them, see what
needs they might have that might
fall into the media area and see if
they can help them accomplish one
of their goals by using their own
skills.

So this course kind of formalizes
that. And I know that senior semi-
nar does that at the end of the
college career. The class that I
teach, Individual Visions, does that
at the middle of their college career
so that they have time to work on
something. So we try to get them
to figure out what their values are,
figure out who they are, what kinds
of things they’d like to accomplish
in their lives, and then tie that to a
community organization or a
person in their neighborhood who’s
in need somehow, and then make a
media project out of it, you know,
help them do whatever they want
to do, whatever they have to do, for
the organization. So that’s—

That ’s  a  pretty  good example .

—that’s accomplished.

Yeah, that’s—and it’s not—I think
all of the people in the TV
Department, and I’ll speak about
the TV Department just because
that’s what I know the best. I know
this is also going on in the
Journalism Department, and I
know for a fact it’s going on in the
Film Department. But most of the
people teaching in the TV
Department have their own
personal projects going on in the
community. You know, Ron Boyd
has worked with the Uptown
Theatre Group and has made a
beautiful documentary. Michael
Neiderman has worked with a
public health group on the west
side and made a documentary about
it. Laura Litton works with the—

it’s a network of adoptive parents,
and is a research fellow at the
Museum of—the Field Museum—
and they do kinship projects. 

You know, Barbara Sykes goes into
the Indian community and spent
the summer in India documented
some of the goddess rituals that
they do. You know, Bo has docu-
mented the Creole experience. I
work with the Cambodian commu-
nity. Tim works with Street Level.
We all do this outside, and we
bring that back into the classroom
indirectly. Because we use our own
experiences as an example of not
only are we making beautiful work,
but we’re doing something for the
world as well. 

And students emulate that. So we
have it kind of formally structured
in a class where we teach them,
“Here’s what you do when you have
an interest, you feed it and you
work on it and you make your
artwork and you serve the commu-
nity.” And indirectly, by just exam-
ple, “Here’s what we do with our
spare time. What do you do with
your spare time?” And I know a lot
of our faculty members are activists
in their own way, so it just
happens—kids see it.

No,  that ’s  great ,  and I ’m g lad you

were ab le  to  k ind  o f  l i s t  who so

we have examples  o f  what ’s

go ing on r ight  now with in  your

depar tments  and wi th in  the

community.  

I  want  to  change d i r ect ions  a

l i t t le  b i t  and ask you a  quest ion ,

your  r e f lect ions ,  on  gender

issues.  I t  seems that  wi th

rest ructur ing,  that  a  lot  o f

women have been put  in  more

v is ib le  and h igher  pos i t ions .

Would  you agree wi th  that ,  and
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can you g ive  some ins ight  into

maybe what  has changed or  what

has sh i f ted? Or  is  that  someth ing

that  you can’ t  comment  on?

Yeah, I think there was a deliber-
ate—a deliberate effort to bring
more women into the administra-
tion. I know that the President
values that and wanted to bring
more women in, and I think it’s—I
can’t help but think it’s a great
idea. I think that the old adminis-
tration was short on women and,
you know, didn’t have a perspective
that included women.

Yeah, I think that it was deliberate,
and I’m really glad, because we
have a bunch of really strong
women working here, and it was
just a natural to bring them up. I
don’t know, is there—

No,  one o f  the  themes that  has

come up throughout  the pro ject

is  that  i t ’s  in  the  past ,  and up

unt i l  th is  po int ,  been an issue

that  as  progress ive  as  Co lumbia

is ,  there  has th is—you know,  i t ’s

a  male—

It still is, it still is.

—you know,  or  led  by  males .

Yeah, that’s true. I know when I
first came here, I think there was—
I think there were two women
Chairs, and that’s it. And I know,
you know, just from talking at the
lunch—in the lunchroom—that
those were pretty testosterone-
heavy meetings. And that they
weren’t as, I guess, consensus-
building as they have become since
women were included more.

And I know there was an effort a
few years ago to bring women into
chair positions, and that was very
successful, and I think that those
meetings got a lot more coopera-
tive. And then as, you know, with
Caroline becoming the dean, was
one of the first steps. Lya

Rosenblum was a key administra-
tive person, but she was the only
one. And then Caroline came and,
you know, both of those ladies kind
of blazed the way for the rest of us
to be included. So, yeah, I think
we’ve come a long way from the
way it looked in 1986, when I
came here. And it was all guys,
definitely. I’m glad, I’m glad.
Everybody’s cooperating a little
more now. If we could just get this
in the national politics, you know.

To launch that  in i t iat ive .

Yeah, okay. 

I ’d  l ike  to  ask you about  the

students  that  you—when you

came here—and maybe i f  you

cou ld  r e f lect  on  what  you

expected or  e laborate  on that  a

l i t t le  more .  And then what  you

found and what  you have found in

the students  in  your  tenure  here .

When I first started, everybody
told me that, you know, the
students were the widest range of
human beings that I would find.
We would have people that were
barely getting their GED and
people that, you know, had excelled
extraordinarily high in high school
and college and were here only
because this was the place to get
the real technical training and
hands-on training. 

So I really thought, “God, I don’t
know what to expect.” I was think-
ing, “I’m going to have Einsteins
and, you know, drooling idiots in
the class.” And nobody drooled, I’ll
tell you that. The kids that seemed
what would be considered the least
prepared all had some other really
excellent way about them. If they
didn’t write a sentence well, they
communicated so well with
pictures or with music that, you

know, it was just stunning. And
some of the people that were tradi-
tionally prepared were way behind
in that area. 

So my first classrooms, it was just
like I couldn’t teach to any one
particular group. I had to make
sure everybody was with me the
whole way and be checking. And
there would be workshops for the
faculty on how to have collabora-
tive learning classrooms so that you
could get triads of students
together, and the ones that were
more prepared could help the ones
that were less prepared. And also,
by that, saying that they wouldn’t
be bored, they would be reinforcing
their own learning and be kind of
sharing their expertise with the
person that wasn’t as prepared. And
in those same triads, the person
that couldn’t write a sentence could
help them figure out an artistic
transition for the film that they
were making. So it was a really nice
kind of mixture, multi-talents and
what does Gardner call it, “multi-
ple intelligences,” that’s the way. So
that’s what struck me in the very
first few years I was here.

I find that people, students in my
classroom, are more and more
homogenous now. They’re more
and more prepared than the origi-
nal classrooms I had were. We seem
to be attracting a lot of transfer
students who have all their—all
their academics down—and we
don’t have to spend as much time
thinking about “How am I going
to get the student to write before I
can get them to write a decent
paper or decent script?” Everybody
comes in pretty much prepared. I
see that the achievement level has
gone way up. There are still people
that, you know, you have to give
extra help to and send to the
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Writing Center. But in general, I
would say that the level of students
and their homogeneity of the
student body has kind of gone up
collectively.

On that  po int ,  has  that  been,

perhaps,  at  the  expense o f  d iver -

s i ty,  o r  do  you st i l l  see d ivers i ty

be ing mainta ined?

I don’t see as much diversity as
there was in the beginning, and I
think that’s too—it’s a shame. I
think it’s too bad, because those
really diverse classrooms, every-
body’s challenged, everybody’s
learning from each other. It’s very
easy to throw out a term and have
everybody, you know, understand
it. It’s a challenge, not just if you’re
a teacher, but if you’re a student
speaking in class, and you have to
make sure that everybody’s with
you when you use certain vocabu-
lary or talk about certain concepts,
or even TV shows or films that you
assume everybody has seen. That
used to be really, really hard, and it
made me work harder as a teacher,
but I like that, I liked having to
stretch for making an analogy that
everyone would understand rather
than just throw out one that I
always had used in class. 

And I think people in the class had
to learn how to communicate with
a variety of people. Maybe in a
business, it’s—you know, we all
kind of feed the mass media. And I
think that kind of “let’s shoot for
the middle intelligence and let’s
shoot for what most people under-
stand,” I see that happening in the
classroom as well. Everybody’s kind
of prepared and everybody’s pretty
much from the same culture, as it
were. You don’t have to stretch
yourself to go outside. And I think
that’s too bad. I would like more
diversity in the classroom.

I see fewer and fewer minority
students in my classroom as well,
which is, I think, a shame, too.
And I think that’s probably a func-
tion of, you know, grants drying up
or people having to go to school
part-time. It’s getting harder and
harder to finance a college educa-
tion. And I know that when I first
started teaching here, those grants
were much easier to get, and now
it’s harder. And I think people are
just not—people who need to
work—are not coming to school
the way they used to. I’m getting
fewer and fewer students who have
full-time jobs and go to school than
I had in the beginning. And I
think that’s too bad, too. Columbia
seems to thrive on diversity and,
you know, if we become like any
other school with the same group,
same homogenous group of people,
I think that the classroom discourse
suffers on that. 

Would  you say  then that  that ’s

one o f  the  cha l lenges that

Columbia ’s  go ing to  face that ’s

on the hor i zon,  you know,  the i r

commitment  to  d ivers i ty?

Yeah, I think it is. I think it used
to be a given here, and now it’s
something that we really have to
work at. I’ve heard that the new
president, Warrick Carter, is really
committed to bringing in people
from other countries, trying to get
arrangements from—well, I know
Japan, for one—but to bring in
people who don’t speak our
language and who come from
another culture. And I think that
would be great. I think that would
start to get back the old diversity
spirit here at Columbia. But I
think that bringing people in from
foreign countries isn’t as important
as getting back the flavor of the
Chicago area.

And f rom the pub l ic  schoo ls  and

minor i t ies  that ’s  in  our  own

communit ies?

Yeah, right, right. Yeah, we have to
do that. I think there’s some sort of
recruitment and retention task
force that’s working on ways of
attracting different people to
Columbia than who already come
here. And I think that one of
their—one of their goals is to really
reach into the public schools, not
just for the same people that would
come here anyway, but really go
out and recruit. I hope that
happens.

Let ’s  r eturn  to  the issue o f

r est ructur ing.  You ta lked about

th is—I don’ t  know i f  you descr ibe

i t  as  a  new layer  o f  admin ist ra -

t ion  that  cou ld  take some o f

th is—and maybe speak more to

that  and the r est ructur ing

process and what  you th ink that

would  do to  he lp  the co l lege?

Yeah, I think that we grew so
quickly in the last ten years that we
had the same people doing the
same jobs and the same work. And
instead of adding people and
adding different job descriptions to
the administration, that as new
students came in, and where faculty
came in, they just kept piling the
work on the same few—it was
literally, it’s a handful of people
that were running the school. And
just from being in this job for a
month, I can tell you, Doreen and I
are both on the phone constantly,
we’re in meetings constantly. And
this is just for, you know, seven
departments.

So I don’t know how Caroline and
Sam and Bert and Mike did it all
by themselves. I don’t know how
that they did it. I mean, as a
faculty member, we always
thought, “Why are they ignoring
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us? Why aren’t they doing this?”
But now I see, I see why, because
you just can’t get to everything. I
feel like we’re keeping up with the
difficulties and, you know, solving
problems as they come up now. But
I don’t think—I don’t think any
five humans could have done this
for very much longer without, you
know, their heads exploding.

So what I see now is that there are
now four sets of this administra-
tion, and they have divided the
school into—what do we have?—
say we have 10,000. So now, we
have essentially four schools of
2,500, which is manageable, it’s
doable. You can handle faculty
issues, you can handle student
issues, you can handle growth and
problematic issues for 250 students
much more easily than for 10,000.
So I think this is going to help a
lot. And I know that the faculty,
when there was a gap, the faculty
just had to step in and do the work
that an administrator or an admin-
istrative assistant, should have been
doing. That’s probably not solved
just yet, but it’s on its way to being
solved, so the faculty can devote
more of their time to developing
their classes, bringing in new mate-
rial for their classes, developing
programs, writing grants, really
supporting themselves and their
efforts instead of pushing paper.
And that, I think, was what was
getting to a lot of faculty members,
you know, people that are very
committed to the school and
they’re frustrated because they can’t
do what they were hired to do,
they’re doing what there should be
another person hired to do. So it
was a mess.

As we add that  o r  expand that

admin ist rat ive  ro le  that  is  neces -

sar y  because o f  the  growth o f  the

co l lege,  a re  a  lot  o f  those admin -

is t rators ,  a re  they  f r om a

teacher ’s—are you concerned at

a l l  about  who’s  now in  the c lass -

room,  or  is  that  someth ing that

you see that  exce l lence ( inaud i -

b le) wi l l  cont inue,  o r  can you

comment  on that?

Well, the administrators right now,
Doreen and I, we were both kind of
taken from the classroom. That’s
not true for the Art Department,
however. The Art Department has
Leonard Lehrer, who was hired as
Chairperson of the Art Department,
but when the restructuring came
in, he was bumped to dean. So he
wasn’t taken from the classroom.
And his associate dean, however,
Jim McDonald, is from the Music
Department, so he was taken out of
the Music Department. The other
school, Cheryl Johnson-Odim—

Sure ,  r ight ,  f r om L ibera l

Educat ion .

Yeah, she was taken from the Chair
Department, which meant that
Steve Asma had to be pulled out of
the faculty and pushed into the
chairperson's position. The way I
understand, is that this is a tempo-
rary arrangement, and that they
asked faculty members to stand in
for the year until searches could be
done and, you know, administrators
recruited from—by national search.
And everybody understands that
that’s what’s going to happen.

So for the year, I think it’s a great
solution. Because this is our transi-
tion year, and what better person to
have in charge but a former faculty
person who’s been here for, you
know, 15 years and knows all the
people, knows structure, knows the
processes and procedures and can
really jump in and start working.

Steve Kapelke, who’s the provost
now, has got his sleeves rolled up
and he just kind of dived in and
started working. But he’s going to
need some time to get to know
everybody and know the procedures
and policies, and is doing an
incredible job of learning that fast.
But on the dean level, I don’t think
we could have afforded to have a
new person at the top and four
brand-new deans who would all be
going, “Well, what do we do next?
How did you do it before?” There
needed to be this transition team,
and I think that this was a great
solution. And most of us who were
tapped understand that this is a
year appointment, and we’re happy
to do it for a year. And I think
most of us are happy to be back to
the classroom, too, after seeing the
other side. Peeking behind that
curtain and going “Oh, God.” 

Wel l ,  I  th ink that ’s  a  good,  yeah,

beh ind - the -scenes peek.  What  do

you th ink is  in  Co lumbia ’s  future?

L ike,  what  are  your  hopes or  what

do you th ink—when you ta lked

about  i t ,  k ind  o f  mov ing into  a

more o f  a  se l f -p romot iona l  mode—

Yeah, yeah.

— but  where  do you th ink i t ’s

headed?

Well, I hope that our faculty and
students can get more national and
international notoriety. I think that
the things that we do here are
extraordinary, and I think that it’s a
shame that more people don’t know
about it.

And I don’t know—I don’t know
why I want other people to know
about it. I mean, I don’t think it’s
going to get us more money or—it
might get us more students—but I
think just kind of sharing these
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positive experiences with the world
enriches it somehow. And I hope
that—I hope that that really can
happen. 

I know that there are plans to do a
lot of outreach and plans to join
national organizations that we
haven’t joined before. I know that
there’s an art organization that, you
know, has conferences and gets on
lists and faculty get called for for
service projects and for, you know,
speaking engagements. And if
you’re not in this organization, you
don’t—you’re just kind of off the
map. So I think that’s one of our—
one of our plans is to become part
of these smaller organizations of
college teachers.

I  want  to  inter rupt  you fo r  just  a

second with  that .  Do you have

any ideas or  ins ights  into ,

perhaps,  what  the r e luctance was

for,  i f  we cou ld  ca l l  i t ,  the  prev i -

ous  generat ion  to  se l f -p romote

and to  go out?

I think it was just there wasn’t
time. Just seeing—imagining my
job times four, you would just be
on a treadmill. And you have to
run as fast as you can to stay in the
same place. And there’s no running
faster, because you can’t run any
faster. And there’s not another
thing you can add on. And I think
going through an application
procedure and an accredit—because
you have to pay, I think—I mean, I
have no idea what it costs—but I
know there’s cost involved in the
thousands of dollars. And I know
that there’s an accrediting proce-
dure that you have to go through.
And that means that you have to
have a team come and look and you
have to prepare for that, and I
think having the North Central
come every ten years was as much
as anybody could handle, besides
just doing the day-to-day stuff, you

know. And there was no provision
for this “let’s just have someone
work on putting us on the map.”
There wasn’t the time or the
personnel to do that. And I think
that now that we have more people
and more time, and we have people
that are coming here form other
academic experiences—you know,
Leonard Lehrer taught in another
place and was the chairman of
another Art Department. I don’t
know him that well, so I can’t tell
you exactly where he was. But, you
know, Cheryl was from Loyola and
had experiences all over the coun-
try. And Doreen certainly has had
experience outside of Columbia
College. And Steve Kapelke brings
all the places that he was teaching
at. So we’ve got more of a kind of
cross-pollination. 

And I know that in the past, most
of our teachers and administrators
were kind of home-grown. And we
didn’t get the cross-pollination
because we didn’t have people who
had been outside of the farm, as it
were. But now, we’ve got people
who have seen Paree, and they want
to have us join the rest of the
world. 

So I think that’s—I think that’s
what kept us from joining these.
And I think that part of the prob-
lem is solved with more people and
a desire to do that. I don’t think we
could think about it. I mean, it was
kind of like—I don’t want to paint
a horrible picture—but it was like
subsistence living, you know. First,
you’ve got to, you know, take care
of the basics, right. You’ve got to
eat and have a roof over your head.
There’s no going to town or, you
know, painting a picture—forget it.
You’ve got to just take care of the
basics. And I think that’s where we
were for quite awhile, and I’m glad
that’s cleared in a way.

In  Co lumbia ’s  future ,  do  you see

i t  as  cont inu ing,  the  image o f ,

say,  a l te rnat ive  educat ion? Or  do

you see i t  k ind  o f  lead ing the way

in  what  i t  does and other  inst i tu -

t ions  t r y ing to  emulate  or  fo l low?

Oh, what do you mean by “alterna-
tive”?

Wel l ,  I  th ink t rad i t iona l ly  that

th is  is ,  you know,  open admis -

s ions  and arcane communicat ions

that ,  you know,  what  you get  at

Columbia ,  you’ r e  not  r ea l l y  go ing

to  f ind  anywhere  e lse .

Oh, yeah, yeah. You know, I’m
going to talk about open admis-
sions for just a little bit because I
think that—I was on the Search
Committee for the Provost. And
not just Steve Kapelke said this,
but almost everyone we interviewed
said open admissions is a—it’s
operating in every institution in
the country—Harvard, Yale, you
know, all the big guys have some
form of open admissions, because
they’ll take people and fund them,
people that don’t have as high of
scores as possible. It’s not just the
crème de la crème that’s going to
all the Ivy League schools and, you
know, all the great state schools. In
order to have a diverse population,
people choose differently-abled
students. 

So I used to think that Columbia
was the only school that had people
that came in here and really could
read or put sentences together. But
I understand now after talking to
more people that that’s a national
problem, that everybody had this
kind of open admissions, but they
don’t call it that. So I think that we
could lead the way for—let’s just
be honest about this. We’re having
a great time, we’re having—we’re
producing a great deal of beautiful
work. We have students who are
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excelling in all the fields that we
teach, and we have open admis-
sions. Let’s just say it, and maybe
more of these schools will start
saying that instead of trying to be,
you know, elitist’s minds. But that’s
just an aside.

I think Columbia does offer a very
different experience than any other
school, any other school that I went
to. And it has a lot to do with the
faculty. It has a lot to do with who
the people who are in the class-
room. The structure and the, you
know, the underpinnings, you can
have the most gorgeous facilities
that you can imagine, and if you’ve
got someone who isn’t a mensch in
the classroom, what do you have?
You’ve got window dressing, and
you’ve got a creep in the classroom.
And I’ve had a lot of crummy
teachers in my time—not crummy,
but just not engaged—people that
don’t care, you know. They don’t
know who you are the first week,
they don’t know who you are the
fifteenth week. And I think what
sets us apart and what we can be
leaders in is our teaching, our
teaching staff. We have an incredi-
ble faculty. I think that’s our major
asset. And if we can get word out
on that, I think that will even over-
shadow the, you know, the great
technical stuff that we have here.
Yeah, we’ve got the biggest Abbott
Lab in the world. We’ve got the
biggest film school. We’ve got, you
know, six buildings. I mean, what-
ever—all of the material stuff kind
of falls away if you don’t have the
extraordinary people in the class-
room. And they’re not just
academic people. They are people
that do the work that the kids want
to do. And when I mentioned
before that all the people that I
work on in the TV Department

were actively engaged, even though
they’re full-time faculty members,
they’re still doing things in the
community, I think that is another
place that we lead the country in. 

Most schools, part of their tenure
track agreement is that they must
publish, and that means write a
book or, you know, do presenta-
tions. And luckily, Columbia still
values the non-written book. And
so you can do a series of photo-
graphs and still get tenure. You can
do a film. You can, you know, write
an incredible news story, publish
short stories or poems. These are
the kinds of things that people
come to Columbia for, students
come to Columbia for. And we
value that in our faculty, and we
reward that in our faculty. And I
think that’s where we lead other
places, and that’s why Columbia’s
an unusual place. 

So in the future, hmm, I guess if
we get these fabulous people out in
the world more, join the organiza-
tions, get them out there, that
other places may see the value of
the not-so-academic faculty
member. That a Ph.D. is not all
you need to be a winner in the
classroom.

I  th ink that ’s  a  good p lace to

end,  except  i f  there  was anyth ing

that  you thought  or  that  you

would  l ike  to ,  you know,  address .

Someth ing that ’s  c lose to  your

hear t  o r,  you know,  when you

th ink about  Co lumbia  and your

tenure  here?

I think I really talked—I mean, I
really think that 

that—

Let  me ask you th is :  Why do you

stay?

Oh, my God. 

Not  that ,  but  i f ,  you know,  i f  you

were go ing to  exp la in  to  someone

why,  you know,  th is  was where

you’ve  made your  p ro fess ion?

I would say it’s because of the
colleagues here. I would stay
because of the people. It’s a very
unusual, extraordinary collection of
human beings who are all commit-
ted to education and to their art
form. And that’s something you
just don’t find.

But we do have fights. Everybody
is still very kind and supportive to
each other. After the fighting is
over, there’s always that “Hey, I
really respect you.” And it’s this
mutual respect and growth that’s
encouraged by faculty and students.
And I think that goes through the
whole institution because of that. I
think that the students pick up on
that and conduct themselves in a
different way because of what they
see in the classroom. So I stay
because of the faculty.

Great .  Wel l ,  Sara  L iv ingston,

thank you ver y  much.

You’re welcome.


