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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

C h a r l e s  C a n n o n

Today is May 12, 2004 and this
is an interview with Charles
Cannon, Chair of the Science and
Mathematics Department at
Columbia College Chicago. So if you
could tell us what you were doing
before in your professional life before
you came to Columbia.

I was employed by the Illinois
Mathematics and Science Academy.
That’s a residential high school for
students gifted in science and
mathematics. It’s the brainchild of
Leon Lederman, the Nobel
Laureate in physics. I heard about
the project back in ‘85—1985 as I
was in the industry prior to the
academy, and since I had been
engaged in a lot outreach educa-
tional projects even when I was in
industry from ‘74 through ‘85 with
the Amoco Research Center out in
Naperville. I was a chemist. I
worked on petroleum additives.
That was an era when we were
doing a lot of research in the area
of tertiary oil recovery techniques.
We don’t do that anymore. The
industry changed quite a bit. I
guess see the price of oil now is
$40 a barrel. So that changed a lot,
but I was at the Math and Science
Academy and there I was part of a
science team. The science team
handled all of the science disci-
plines, chemistry, biology, physics
and there must have been eight
faculty members on that team.
Initially I started out on the physics
team. I was going to be chemistry,
but we lost a physics person. And
since my expertise was in the area
of physical organic chemistry and I
had a lot of physics type experi-
ences in the graduate courses I

taught when I was in graduate
school, I was given an assignment
to work with the physicist to teach
my first year in the physics
program. And that’s how I really
got to meet and work a great deal
with Leon Lederman because he
often visited the academy, which
was a very interesting experience. 

It was six years later that my first
inkling of even toying with the idea
of coming to Columbia came
about, which was in the spring of
1992. That was in my sixth year
with the academy and I was
engaged in—well I had almost
finished a project setting up a state
of the art organic chemistry labora-
tory. We were fortunate enough to
get a sizable grant from the Amoco
Foundation and to set up this labo-
ratory. The grant was somewhere
around $250,000 and I was—it
was my lab. So we had all kinds of
the instrumentation in that labora-
tory that graduate students would
kill for to have the privilege to use.
So that’s where I was and I just—I
was happy as I could be and just
thought that that was it. That was
going to be where I was going to be
forever. And then I—someone
brought to my attention that there
was a position open at Columbia
for science and math—the Chair of
the Science and Mathematics
Department and I had had some
experience with Columbia before
then. It was about 10 years prior I
was chairing the Chicago section of
the American Chemical Society. It’s
the third largest section of the
American Chemical Society—the
Chicago section is. I think we have
about 5,500 members in this area.
So I was chair—Section Chair,
probably one of the youngest chairs
to take that position.

How o ld  were  you?

I can’t—well let’s see when I came
out of college I was 28 and that
was in, let’s see ‘68—that was in —

Yo u ’ r e  under g rad  ‘68?

No, no, no, when I received my
Ph.D.

‘ 7 4 .

It was ‘74 and then I was 28—28
years old at that point. So 12 years
later 40—I was engaged in—I was
at the academy and so it was some-
where in my thirties that I was
chair of the Chicago Section of the
American Chemical Society. And
there was this person from
Columbia College that came in the
room and I was presiding over this
meeting. And after the meeting this
person, who was the previous chair
of the science and math depart-
ment came up to me and started
talking—introduced herself to me
and told me about Columbia
College, and it was fascinating. She
was very—it was obvious she was
very excited about Columbia
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College and what she was trying to
do at Columbia College. And I
think at that time there was only
one room serving as the science
and math department and it was
located on the 11th floor of the
600 South Michigan building. As a
result of our conversation, she—I
was persuaded to look into accept-
ing a part time teaching position in
the department to share with
students. I think the course that we
agreed upon was—it was like the
chemistry of food—something
related to the practical aspect of
food, but looking at the chemistry
from a chemical aspect point of
view. And so I thought about this
for a while and academia was
always—has always been in my
blood so it was just an opportunity
for me to kind of engage in some-
thing. Although, I lived in DuPage
County so it was quite a trip you
know to drive in for an evening
class. It was a commute, but she
was quite persuasive. 

And th is is  Za fra  Le rm a n ?

Zafra Lerman yes, no one else but
Zafra Lerman, and she was—I
don’t know how many other part
time teachers were with the depart-
ment at that time. But I remember
coming over and it was one of
those evenings and this was before
I began teaching, and we talked
about what some possibilities were
because I had to design something
that I would bring in and share
with the students. What she was
after was practical technology or
scientific information that students
could grasp and use and, and iden-
tify with and I bought into that
because—I have engaged in some
of that in some of the afternoon
scholars program I have done prior
to it. So I came over one evening.
It was a very interesting evening to

talk about this in more in depth
and I met Zafra on the 11th floor
and we—I don’t know how long
we spent there, but we did demos.
We talked about—she, she shared
with me—I wanted to know what
they were doing and she shared
with me some of the things that
they had been doing with the
students, some of the demonstra-
tions—real life type situations. And
I will never forget—we did one
demonstration to demonstrate
particles, particular matter on
particles are all in the air. And we
turned the lights out and took a
flashlight and shined it you saw all
these particles. So we talked, talked
like this, and it was quite fun. 

Then I was persuaded so I did this
and I was younger so you know I
could—I had the energy to do the
drive. I don’t recall whether I
stayed with that for a year or
whether I was with it one semester
and it just became too, too much
for me. Because when I was with
Amoco we did a lot of traveling too
sometimes, but it was fortunate for
me that during that period if I
didn’t have any problems with the
class. And I think it was one
night—one night a week you know
and we have most of our courses
still are one meeting a week, but it
was a great, great deal of fun to do
that. And it was not until 1992
now I would see Zafra at the ACS
meetings because Zafra attends too
and she’s very active with the
American Chemical Society. So we
would see each other at the meet-
ings and she would share what’s
happening with the department
and she was always very, very
enthusiastic about what was going
on with the accomplishments that
she was able to make here at
Columbia College with not being a
place where you would find science
and math majors. 

So I don’t recall the exact year, but
when the new—when she—when
the department had expanded and
they moved to 623, 5th floor over
there I remember her telling me
about it. I don’t—I think it was a
year or two after she mentioned it
to me that I actually had the
opportunity to come down and
look at this. You know she’s you
just have to come down you know
and, and see what we have. I think
at that point she had been very
successful with acquiring very
sophisticated instrumentation
through grants from the National
Science Foundation. So eventually
I was able to come down. I was
very much impressed with the
difference in what I saw back in the
eighties and you know when I was
here as a part time teacher and at
that point very much impressed.
But in 1992, the spring of 1992
after I learned about the opening I
still had no interest in leaving my
organic chemistry lab at the Illinois
Math and Science Academy.
However, there were several persons
who were talking to me and very
persuasive and insisting that I do
look into it. It took me about three
weeks to make up my mind to
actual submit an application for
that position, and I finally did and
I was called in for an interview. I
think I came down here three times
for interviews.

Do you  remember  who you ta lked

to? 

During the interviews?

Ye s .

I remember some of the people.
The committee consisted of faculty
and chairs and at that time Sam
Floyd was the Academic Dean.
Bert Gall was there. I don’t know I
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think his title was Executive Vice
President, but Bert Gall was on
that committee. I do remember
Abour Cherif was one of the teach-
ers in the science and math depart-
ment. At one of those meetings he
participated. I don’t know whether
he was officially on the committee
or not, but I know he participated
in one of those. The chairs
included, he’s retired now, he was
the chair of the—John Mulvany,
chair of the art and design depart-
ment. And Phil Klukoff who has
passed away now; he was chair of
the English department. Those are
two that I remember. Now one of
those meetings we met and went
over—this was a return trip. We
met over in the Printers Row,
which after I was here for a while
learned was almost headquarters for
Columbia College. And more
chairs were invited to come to that
meeting and we just had a wonder-
ful exchange about what the college
was about, some of the challenges
that I would face in the position.
And so eventually I—you know
the—at the time too President
Alexandroff was here and I was
invited to—you know selected as
the candidate for the job. I had a
meeting with him. I think that was
during the last interview trip I
came over and during that trip I
also made a presentation before the
entire faculty of the science and
mathematics department. At that
time it was—there were only five
full time faculty members in the
department. We still had a host of
part time faculty. There was Gerry
Adams and Gerry Adams is still
with us today. He has been with
the department almost 20 years.
Pan Papacosta has been with the
department a long time too. I

think Pan is about a couple of years
behind Gerry and Abour Cherif
came in about a year—a couple of
years behind him. Then there was
another—there was a biologist
there, Sandra Steingrabber. A very
interesting scientist and Sandra was
engaged in a lot of research projects
that engaged her away from
campus and on campus. I think the
year that I came in here she was
away on a—it was either sabbatical
type leave or a special leave because
I don’t think she had been here
long enough to have—

( I n a u d i b l e ) .

Yeah, right I don’t and at that time
we did not have a tenure system.
We had the probationary and non-
probationary track. So she was
another person and there was a
chemist, Jackie Haus was a chemist
there. And Jackie’s position was a
one-year position because she was a
replacement for a faculty member
that had been—that had resigned,
or had left. So we were five full
time faculty and we had several
part time faculty who had been
working with the department since
the original date the doors opened,
and so they were almost like full
time people themselves. But it was
a very interesting—the first year
was quite challenging.

Can you  ta lk  about  some o f  the

cha l lenges  t hat  you had?

Yeah, you know there have been—
there have been some separations.
There have been some separations
there and the separations left a lot
of wounds. So my first challenge
was to win the trust of the faculty
members who were there and to try
to get them to heal some where we
could move on with the program
that we were you know that we

were charged to be in charge of. At
that time when I came—that
spring of 2000—I mean 1992 they
were in the middle of a search for
math faculty too and that was—it
ended up Ann Hanson was hired in
that position. Now there’s an inter-
esting history there because Ann
and I both worked at the Math and
Science Academy. And as a matter
of fact before I, I had heard about
the position with—as chair of the
science and math program and had
been approached, and one day—
Ann and I had been doing a lot of
programs. She—we did some
adventurous program for groups of
students and we would take some
of those programs off campus to
Illinois—not Illinois State
University—Eastern Illinois.

E a s t e rn .

Yeah, Eastern yeah, we would take
them down there for a three-week
period immersion program in
science and mathematics, and it
was a wonderful experience. So
Ann was like the dean over all—
one of—that program because she
worked out of the outreach office.
And one day I went by there and
we were just chatting about some
of the anticipated programs we
were going to do and she showed
me an ad for a math teacher and
she shared with me that she was
thinking about applying. I said
that’s interesting. I said you know
I—there’s an opening for the Chair
of the Science and Math
Department too and I’m thinking
about applying for that position.
And we were talking so wouldn’t it
be interesting if we both ended up
at the same place over there and as
it turned out we actually, we actu-



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 C h a r l e s  C a n n o n

1 4

ally did. And when I came in by
the time I had become a final list
and had become identified as the
person who would be offered that
position that search was in its final
step. It was in the stage of bringing
in candidates to be interviewed and
Sam called me and ask if I would
assume the responsibility of that—
very interesting. So we came in and
invited the, the people in and the
search committee was already
engaged and Ann Hanson came in
and just blew everybody out of the
water with her presentation in
math. And so it was not that I
knew her that really won her the
the hearts of the search committee.
It was her performance that she
came in here and her dedication to
working in the area of mathematics
with these students. And I think
that our experience with the Math
and Science Academy played a key
role in our readiness to come to the
college. 

Prior to that I had, had many expe-
riences working in high school and
after school programs. Even when I
was in college, undergraduate
school, I set up a school. I grew up
in Alabama and during the period
when I grew up there was a lot of
outward discrimination as far as
opportunities for young black chil-
dren to have during the summer
months. You know there were
summer schools, but the black chil-
dren didn’t have the opportunity to
go there. By the time that I
finished my first—I think it was in
my first year in college I returned
home that summer, and I talked
with the parents in the little area
where I used to live, the little
neighborhood. And it was mostly
cousins, friends or families that had
children who were in this, in this
area and I talked them into

supporting me in setting up a six-
week summer school and I was the
teacher. We had all—we had—I
remember we had math, we had
reading, we had writing. We had
four—I think it was four subjects
that, that we did and the parents
actually demanded that their chil-
dren come to these sessions and it
went very well. After six weeks we
had a little ceremony. At that time
I did a lot of scribbling, script and
so I made the graduation certifi-
cates for them. So the parents fixed
a lot of little treats and we had a
little ceremony. So I never forgot
that and years later I found after
my grandmother passed I found
one of the certificates that was
given to a cousin in her things and
I brought that with me. I keep that
with me all of the time. It’s in my
office now, that certificate. 

So I had had a lot of experience
then. Plus when I—before I left the
Amoco Research Center I decided
that I wanted to—I had not
taken—you know going to college
in chemistry and concentrating in
the area that I concentrated in I
didn’t engage in the education
courses, which that a person would
take who was going to teach it. You
know the, the pedagogy and the
different strategies. So I undertook
a program. It was the Madeline
Hunter, a master teacher program.
The Madeline Hunter was a very
popular educator in that era and
she traveled all around the country
holding workshops and just thou-
sands and thousands of very effec-
tive in the information that she
shared and how to achieve teacher
effectiveness in the classroom. So I
went through that whole program
on my own. There was a center out

in Dupage County. I forget which
one—the number of the system—
the number of that system, but I
went to that system and used the
materials from there to finish the
program. So I finished the program
and that was a tremendous learning
tool. As far as learning we (inaudi-
ble) you know the psychology of
understanding how students learn
you know. So that, that was very
important to me so that has played
a very I think important role in
everything that has happened as far
as my being in academy since that
time.

But getting back to the first year
here at the college—the college has
evolved—been evolving. I guess it
was evolving before I got here and
it continued to do so after I arrived
initially, and Zafra explained to me
how some of the challenges she had
in attracting students to take
science courses. And she has a real
cute story she tells about how she
would take groups of students—she
took them to a local bar and they’d
talk about alcohol and she will
show them the molecules and did a
lot of explaining. So she made it a
little interesting to them; a little
practical using examples of that
nature, something that they should
be familiar with, but it was fun.
But anyway she always talked
about the struggle that she had in
convincing the community here
that this is the place for science and
mathematics. And the program
grew over the years and it evolved
into a fairly large program. At that
time, at the beginning students
were not required to take science
and math courses. So there was a
great difficulty to run the classes
and having enough students to
justify running them. But she
somehow was effective and
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attracted students, and from going
through the community and
getting enough support from other
faculty around the college it had
grown into a large program with
five full time faculty members
when I arrived. 

But upon arriving because of the
separation of the previous chair
from that department and the
formation of the second unit which
was given part of the space of the
science and math department made
it very challenging. And you know
continuing the same program that
you continued in a full fledged
department, but now you have half
of the department that you’re deal-
ing with. But we were able to—I
think we were able to experience
success in focusing on our experi-
ences with students. And I bet that
still continues to be the strong
draw of educators here at
Columbia College, the experience
that the faculty has in the class-
room or engaged with faculty—I
mean with students here at
Columbia. They are different. They
are different students. Although we
are attracting more students who, if
you will, are considered the tradi-
tional type college student, they’re
still different, and the students
they—they’re doing such fascinat-
ing things. 

I participated in the LAS School of
Liberal Arts and Sciences honors
program today and all of the
departments selected a couple of
students to honor either for leader-
ship ability or their service that
they’re rendering to the commu-
nity, the college and for scholar-
ship, and it’s just fascinating to sit
there. It was just fascinating to sit
there and listen to all these great
things on what the students are
doing. And the two students that

the science and math department
honored for service. The student
was out there doing things—doing
works to help other people you
know. This student engaged in
programs—I believe programs at
Cook County Hospital, in neigh-
borhood programs, reading
programs, helping students in the
community become better readers.
And so it’s, it’s real interesting to
see the caliber you know of people
we have—who are attracted to
Columbia. Another one was
honored for academics, excelling
very highly. She’s in the theatre
department, at first was in the tele-
vision department. And these are
students that have been with us for
several—for at least two or three
years. You know they have come to
us and worked with us one year
and they gravitate back to us. So
we really appreciate you know their
maturity, their dedication and
commitment to what they’re doing. 

So in that light I think that it
makes the experience for the teach-
ers and educational experience too
and it’s most gratifying to have a
chance to see the student outside of
the classroom from how they are
inside the classroom. And we often
have opportunity to do that
because in the science and math
department we don’t have majors.
We do have a minor, but we
venture out and we go to some of
these events that these students are
participating in and we see their
other side. We actually see what
they do out there with their lives
and it’s just a joy to, to try to struc-
ture courses that makes thinks two
persons who are not going to make
their life work in it. You know if, if

we had science and math majors it
would be very different effort that
we would have to put forth to
make presentations in the class-
room, graph courses because we
have the interest already. But it’s a
greater challenge here to make it
make sense. And over the years the
techniques that we use in the non-
science major and math classrooms
are being adopted in—by major
programs across the country
because they’ve been found to be
very effective in helping the
students to grasp the concepts for
longer term. You know in many
cases students go in and memorize
things, but we don’t want them to
do that. We want them to leave,
and, and leave with something that
they can use from that course and I
think that we’ve been successful in
doing that.

When you  came on  boar d then

was  the  Sci ence  and  Math

D e p a r tment—you know you  ta lked

about issues  o f  space  and ,  and

hea l ing , but  d id  the m iss ion o f

the  cur r icul um have  t o change o r

di d that  kind  of  s tay  t he  same

d i rect ion  and  what di d you  b r ing

to  i t  as  Cha i r?

It changed. It changed.

Can you  speak to  t hat  a  l i t t le

b i t ?

Prior to—we—I think the, the
rigor increased and we’re still you
know we’re still evolving and
making sure that that’s there for it.
As now it is a requirement.
Students are required to take six
hours of science. One of those
courses must be laboratory experi-
ence and three hours of mathemat-
ics. So it’s set that all the students
coming through Columbia must
have these courses. 
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When d id  that  happen?

Oh my let’s see —

Do you  r e m e m b e r ?

I don’t remember exactly when it
happened, but I know it must have
been pretty early in my tenure here
that that came about, because there
were several committees that were
formed to look at this and to work
out what we call the Joint Studies
Program. And we’ve revised that a
couple of times too since I’ve been
here, and we now since we’ve
restructured we’ve also revised it
again and we have a program
which was very well accepted. The
revisions to the LAS quorum of
courses that was presented by our
dean recently and it’s said to be
embraced by the entire community.
So it—yes it evolved so initially
when Zafra first had the one room
department and even after it
expanded to the floor over in 623,
5th floor in 623 South Michigan
there still was some I guess tenta-
tiveness in presentation on what
one could include in a course
because the students—you could
run the students away. In the area
of mathematics many students were
math shy or had a phobia about
it—math phobia. So it was very,
you know, give/take a little bit for
teachers to really keep students in
the classrooms and still we’re deal-
ing with faculty who were not
totally convinced that science and
math should be a part of the life of
students here in college.

Can you  speak  to that  just  a

moment why  you  feel  that  a  g rad -

uate  o f  Co lumbia Co l lege  shou ld

have sc ience  and  math  as par t  o f

h is  o r  he r  cur r i c u l u m ?

Yes, when you look at any profes-
sion out there in the world and if
you look at how our world has

evolved in today’s world students
are faced with all kinds of informa-
tion when they get out there. Some
of it is technical information in
science and mathematics. The bulk
of the population are not the deci-
sion makers who pass bills or laws
on how we’re going to treat
certain—stem cell research is one
that’s out there in the papers now.
We feel that our graduates should
be wholly educated. Meaning that
they may be in the theatre or in the
music department, but they need
to have a working knowledge of
what’s going on in science, of
what’s going on—you know how to
work with numbers. An apprecia-
tion for literacy level in that and it
makes sense because no matter
what field that students go into,
they’re using it, and our job is to
show them how to. And it’s so
much fun when you begin to make
those connections with the
students, to show the students how
those connections are natural in
some of these areas. 

We have a very strong program
with the—it was the Sound
Department and now it’s the Audio
Arts and Acoustics Department. So
we do several courses for them, two
of which are science of electronics
and we do science of acoustics.
Now when I came here that depart-
ment was in control of the elec-
tronics course and it was four
hours. We were asked to do a labo-
ratory experiments for that. We did
the best we could to make sure that
that worked well and we coordi-
nated it. But after a while our
faculty and the sound department
developed such a relationship, a
trusting relationship that some-
thing happened that was quite
unheard of and that that depart-
ment asked us to take the course
into our department, which was

unheard of. You know departments
just did not give up credit hours
and that was quite a number of
credit hours. So we, we’ve built
quite a strong relationship with
that department and that depart-
ment has been able to strengthen
its program. And we’ve been able
to assist them in strengthening
their program in sound engineer-
ing. There are some needs for that
out in the world you know, in the
entertainment world, all facets—in
the television area, all of it. We
need people with those skills and
what better people to have that
skill than the person who’s coming
out of a program like Audio Arts
and Acoustics. So we are working
with them to—and there are
students that are taking calculus in
the program. And we are talking
about even increasing the physics
offering for their students. So it’s—
I think that that’s part of it. 

Now there are other examples
across the campus too. The
management area we’ve done quite
a bit of work with them. We have a
faculty member who taught statis-
tics, taught their statistics classes in
their department for them. And we
later developed a statistics course in
our department so that relationship
is working very well. You know
they have accountants so they’re
not—they don’t have phobia in
working with numbers because
they’re working with them all of
the time, but just looking at it as
mathematics because it is mathe-
matics; having an appreciation for
doing estimations. You look at
numbers, you look at a situation
and you have an appreciation to do
you know estimations. So that’s
important.
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In many of the cases students really
are better equipped in those areas
than they think they are. Their
confidence levels just have to be
worked on because we have experi-
enced some very, very talented
students in those areas and find
very strong backgrounds in mathe-
matics and in science. Some of the
students although they are only
required to take two courses, they
come back and they’ll take extra
courses you know as their electives
in the science and math area, and
they’ll come back and ask for
courses that we don’t have. And
this is one of the reasons we
worked on our calculus course to
get that going, because we had
students coming here who had
had—they were coming from high
school programs that had very
strong math backgrounds. So they
had had all of the math so then we
needed something for them and so
that’s how that came about. But
it’s—I think it’s just useful; we
want them to be—we want to
educate the whole person, the
whole person and for them to be
able to go out and to be able to
adjust to any situation that they
run into. You never know what you
may do before you get to where
you want to go.

Those  ar e  in te r est ing  examples  o f

two - year  co l laborat ions with

other  depar tments .  Cer ta in ly the

co l lege is ca l l ing fo r  that  o r

want ing us to  move  in  t hat  d i r e c-

t ion.  I n  l i ght  o f  that ,  has your

r ol e as cha i r  changed since  you

came her e ?

The first few years that I was here I
was under the umbrella of the
previous era.

Right,  r ight  or  as Lou is says

cha i r  fo r  l i fe .

Yes, I think I was the last one. I
think I was the last one. All of the
chairs that were hired after I was
hired were hired on three-year
contracts. So I think we may still
have—at one point we had about
three or four categories of chairs in
the department—I mean in the
school and in the college, but I
think that that has been redressed
so that has changed. And the
role—I think the role of chairs
have changed have changed over
the years too because—and I—you
know it all depends on the time the
era is. Some people look back with
very critical eyes and don’t have
good feelings for it. But you look at
what was happening at that time
—this was something that was
evolving and I am sure that that
looking back can be painful—both
painful and enlightening—you
know you can have some light
moments in the impasse, but there
was the good old boys network, the
chair persons’ counsel. Now that’s
one area that I personally take a lot
of pride in and that’s the chairper-
son’s counsel, because I was a
very—I came from a very organ-
ized and organizational, you know
very structured professional envi-
ronment. And the chairperson’s
counsel was not that structured; it
was very informal. And shortly
after I arrived—I was thinking
about it the other day and I didn’t
have the opportunity to go back
and look at the record to see what
years I was elected as chair—the
chair person’s counsel, but it was
during the, the days of John Duff.
The summer that I came in—I
came in July 2, 1992.

D i d n ’ t  he come i n the  f a l l?

He came in the fall. As a matter of
fact, when I interviewed with Mike

Alexandroff he was such a jolly
character. You know I just looked
forward to working under him that
following in the fall. And I came in
that summer and then I learned
that after I was hired he wanted to
step down. He was going to retire
and so we had a laugh about that
after I came in. You know he shook
my hand and welcomed me to the
college and I said oh my goodness I
heard that you were going to step
down. He said yes, it’s time to go. I
said my goodness I came and you’re
going. And so I was the last chair
that he you know had in that he
hired really as president. Then John
Duff came in as president in the
fall so we came essentially at the
same time. And for the next eight
years I served as chair under John.
Now during that period were a lot
of changes done. There were a lot
of changes through governance
which were painful for a lot of
people. But during my service as
chair of the chair person’s counsel I
instituted a couple of things such
as agendas for every meeting. We
have copious notes that are minutes
for each meeting.

And these  th ings  were  absent

pr i or  to—

Prior to—

We re  they  soc ia l?

It was very informal. Yeah, it was
very social. I’m sure that all of the
things that they needed to take care
of was taken care of in the way that
they operated at that point, but as
chair I had the opportunity to
regroup and I—my thinking was
that there should be a relationship
between the chairperson’s counsel
and the administration of. So
another thing that happened
during my tenure service as counsel
was that we establish regular meet-
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ings. We invited the president to
come in. We invited—he wasn’t
Provost at the time, but Bert Gall
to come in, the dean. And then
eventually and I think it was
during my tenure—I served to
years. I served two terms.
Eventually we established a rela-
tionship where I was invited as
chair, chair of the chairperson’s
counsel, to sit on the president’s
cabinet. I think that’s what we
called it at the time, because it was
a large group—all of the people in
the administration and they had a
representative from our group. And
one of the things that John wanted
to do was to change the way the
chairperson’s counsel looked. I
think we had one or two females,
Shirley and Suzanne. No, no it
wasn’t Suzanne. It was Zafra—no
she—Zafra wasn’t—dance—the
dance chair was on there—and I’m
embarrassed.

Was i t  Sh i r ley?

Shirley, Shirley yes, Shirley
Mordine was on—my good friend
Shirley Mordine. And so he wanted
to have more females. There should
be more females on, but there were
three units—three units to, to take
away that good old boys trait. And
I think there were other people on
the—in the chairperson’s counsel
who also you know wanted that to
go away too. There were three
other units—graduate units.
They—I think the title for those
were directorships at the time.
One was Educational Studies,
Interdisciplinary Arts—but there
was another one. There were three
of them that came in with—they
were converted from directorships
to chairs during John’s tenure. So
that was kind of controversial, but
after it happened I think it worked
very good. And it changed the—
began to change the image of the

chairperson’s counsel and we’re still
evolving. We’re still evolving and
we’re still trying to find a meaning-
ful role in the governance of the
college. The governance system has
changed a couple times too. Those
are things that changed to be more
inclusive and I stuck my nose in it
because I wanted to learn about the
college. I wanted to learn every-
thing I could my first year. I am
regressing back to that. One of the
things that I did and I’m pleased
that I did was to reach out to each
one of the departments. So I made
an appointment to go to each
department chair and I took them
to lunch. We had lunch and talked
and I tried to extract what I could
experience from them about the
college and running our depart-
ment, you know dealing with
faculty issues and all sorts of things
and I learned quite a bit. I learned
quite a bit and that was real benefi-
cial for me. It was beneficial to me
in more than one way, more than
just gathering knowledge. It was
beneficial to me in establishing
relationships with other depart-
ments and I did the same thing for
Zafra Lerman. I tried to learn as
much as I could from Zafra in her
tenure as chair of the department.

So was  that  impor tant  in  your

success that  you  know you  even

come here  as  a  par t  t imer  and

knew her  and  then  came in  t he

next cha i r  o f  the  depar tment that

you  had  some cont inu i t y and  re l a -

t ionsh ip  w it h her?

I think the relationship that I had
with Zafra stemmed from our
professional affiliation with the
American Chemical Society
because by the time I came here for
you know as chair of the depart-
ment that she had founded it had

been many years you know by that
time so I almost forgotten it. But I
think where the importance comes
is in learning the different—
strengthening my people skills I
should say—strengthening people
skills. I guess you know I couldn’t
have learned more in going back to
school and taken psychology
courses and that kind of thing
about people. I find people are so
interesting. You know all of us are
different and we’re unique and we
have our own way that we see
things. I feel there’s a tendency for
a student to become a little
disturbed if we can’t get someone
to see things the way we see them,
but I find that fascinating if I’m
challenged. If I have an opinion
about something or someone has a
different opinion, I find that inter-
esting just to understand why
another has that opinion and then
my opinion can be challenged.
Well why do you think that way?
In a lot of cases people are not used
to that. They’re not used to that,
but that I find that to be very
interesting and enlightening,
educational to me. But the—what
did I get out of that? Let’s see, I
think I got—I did get out of that a
lot of information on history and it
helped me to understand what I
needed to do to make faster
progress with my people in the
science and math department. As
far as the healing of things and the
trust, moving on to big and greater
things and expanding the vision for
the future and teamwork. 

Now my being a chemist and
coming from the industry sector it
was quite a—it was a natural thing
to work with a team of people from
different areas. You know would
work at the bench I may work with
somebody who’s an engineer and a
plat to look at policy. You know we
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first started the laboratory events
then we go to power plant, then we
move to the plat with the product.
When that product is on the board
I’m used to sitting in a room with
managers or people who don’t even
go close to a laboratories and
people in the engineering part,
they’re responsible for their part
and other scientists. You know I’m
an organic chemist who, there are
inorganic chemists, analytical
chemists there and we sit around
and we work as a team, bring—put
our skills together to make this
project work. 

That doesn ’ t  necessar i ly  come

natura l  f o r  any  o f  us.

It doesn’t naturally—it does not—
it does not come natural and there
are a lot of reasons for that. Who
gets the credit and that can be—

Who gets  t he  budget?

Who gets the budget, yeah.

Who gets  t he  te r r i t o r y?  Who gets

the  cor e —

Who gets the territory—who gets
the, yeah right, right, right.

You know we a re—we’ve  moved

qu ickl y th rough th is and I  have a

lo t  o f  o ther  th ings that  I  wanted

to ta lk  t o you  about.  So  i f  I—I

d o n ’ t—I  want to  t alk  about di ve r -

s i ty  her e at  Col umbia  and  your

work on the  par t  o f  advocacy  fo r

m inori ty  s tudents  and  k ind  o f

w h e r e  you  fee l  t hat ’s a t ,  a t

Co lumbia .  And  a re  you  hope fu l?

A r e  you  d iscouraged? I f  you can

speak  to that .

I’m hopeful. I’m hopeful that I
really—let me share something
with you. When I came to
Columbia I was so pleased to have
my first experience under a supe-
rior in a work situation who was

African American and that was
Sam Floyd. So I was so proud that
I had this opportunity because
beforehand I had not had that
experience. Now the students at
that point we had even more prob-
ably number wise and percentage
wise proportionately more minority
students than we have now. We’ve
grown, so we’ve grown you know
the majority students have grown
too so the number has gone down
a little bit. But the diversity part
and learning different cultures is a
natural—this is a natural school for
that to happen. I think that there’s
been some tension as far as all of
this working out because we’ve
expanded in faculty, we’ve
expanded in staff, we’ve expanded
in administrators along with
students. And there are some who
are coming from environments that
are not as open as this so it takes
them a while to become trusting
and say is this for real. I think we
have—we have a ways to go—we
still have some things that we need
to do here, but I love it for the
diversity. Now just yesterday I was
walking from the garage to the
building and there was a group of
students outside—it must have
been about six African American
male students out there in the park.
And usually I talk—you know I
speak to students as I pass, but in
speaking with these students just as
I pass the student was more inter-
ested in what role do you play here
at the college. And so I had to turn
around and go back and I told him
I was chair of the Science and
Math department and so we
engaged. And then I wanted to
know okay what’s your major and
we got into that type of conversa-
tion. These were freshman. They
were new students who were here.
So I felt that they felt good about
seeing me here and probably the
same type of feeling I felt when I

saw Sam Floyd in his position
when he was here. I think that we
need to continue to, to highlight
that as a strength and to realize that
is one of our most important
strengths that we have that diver-
sity here. And with this new
cultural studies major which is
most appropriate to have here in
this environment I think that we
are on the right track to doing that
too. That was the program—the
new Cultural Studies program. I
learned today that five students are
majors. The first five—the first
five. Were you in there—were you
in the liberal arts?

Some o f  my courses —

Are you a liberal arts student?

Yes,  I  have  a  h is to r y  lectu r e r

wi th  l ibe ra l  a r ts .  Be fo r e we end  I

just  want  to  say  t hat  your  last

kind  o f  s to r y  and  your  exper ience

and the  r esponse  o f  the  students

and  that  you  engage w ith  them

and hav ing  an  A fr ican  Amer ican

boss fo r  the f i rst  t ime that  that

re p resents t o  me as a  woman too

when I  had  my  f i rst  f emale  boss .

And  I  don ’t  know i f  ou r  soc iety

recogn izes st i l l  how impor tant  i t

is  fo r  young peop le  to  see them-

se lves re f l ected  in  what t hey  can

be,  because  I  t hi nk  we tend  to

th ink oh that ’ s al l  o ld  you  know

we don ’ t  have  t o wor ry  about that

a n y m o re .  But I  ag ree  w ith you

v e r y  s trong ly  that  i t  rea l ly  is

u n d e res t imated how power fu l  that

is to  see  people  l ike you in  posi -

t i o n s .

And you know if you think about
it even before they get to this point
you think about students who are
isolated in areas where they may
not have the opportunity to see
anybody but people just like them.
And this is why—I think this is



A n  O r a l  H i s t o r y  O f  C o l u m b i a  C o l l e g e  C h i c a g o C h a r l e s  C a n n o n

2 0

why I became so engaged in
outreach type programs. And the
college has several outreach
programs. As a matter of fact some
of the programs my predecessor
engaged in and she still engaged in,
they reach out to students in the
Chicago metropolitan area. We are
collaborating with—Educational
Studies department in a special
program this summer. It’s a math
program for students who have
English as a second language. We
will be training new teachers and
then they’ll be working with
students and we’ll be assessing
them and see how that relationship
works—using visual, more visual
techniques and teaching mathemat-
ics to the students. Because in—
with these students with English as
a second language, if you know
many of the problems are reading
problems and if some of them were
sitting on the committee. 

U n f o r tunate ly  our  t ime is up .  I

want t o thank you  ver y  much.  I

k n o w —
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