Preface

This manuscript is the product of a tape recorded interview conducted
by Cullom Davis for the Oral History Office on August 9, 1973. Liz Curl
transcribed the tape and Pablo Rubin de Celis edited the transcript.
Cullom Davis reviewed the transcript.

James Petersen, Sangamon State's first admissions officer (1970-71),
was an active participant in the early development of the university.
From his storefront office on downtown Washington Street, he recruited
students for a university still under construction while fielding
inquiries from a curious, and sometimes insistant, general public.

Between January and June 1971, Petersen served as administrative
assistant to Doug Kindschi., After joining John Keiser as management
assistant in the vice president's office, Petersen was appointed
assistant vice-president, academic affairs, His perspective was also
shaped during this time by three terms as chairman of the Council on
Academic Affairs.

From December 1972-July 1973, Petersen was registrar, experiencing the
frustrations and immense workload involved in establishing policies and
administrative procedures so vital to a rapidly expanding student
enrollment, Petersen's reflections, recorded as he left the university
in 1973, provide vivid commentary on the making of a university.

Readers of the oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is a
transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator and
editor sought to preserve the informal, conversational style that is
inherent in such historical sources, Sangamon State University 1s not
responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for views
expressed therein; these are for the reader to judge.

The manuscript may be read, quoted and cited freely., It may not be

reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical,

without permission in writing from the QOral History Office, Sangamon )
State University, Springfield, Illinois, 62708, '




James Petersen, August 9, 1973, Springfield, Illinois,

Cullom Davig, Interviewer,

Q: Jim, let's begin by having you tell us about the different positions
you held at Sangamon State University, the duration of those different
positions; in other words, the formal aspects of your association with
the institution.

A: 1 joined the inmgtitution in January of 1970 as an admissions officer
and spent a full year in that position and then joined Doug Kindschi as
an administrative assistant, He, at that time, was named director of
planning to head up the report on the status of the academic programs of
the institution to the board of regents., I believe that appointment took
effect in January or February of 1972,

Q: Of 1971, was it, or 19727

A: Nineteen seventy-one, that's right., I'm a year ahead of myself., I
was with Kindschi in that capacity for approximately six months, and
during that time served in three terms as chairman of the Council on
Academic Affairs. 1In June of that year, I joined John Keiser as his
management assistant in the vice president's office, vice president for
academic affairs., Some months later, I was promoted in that position to
assistant to the vice president for academic affairs., And in the last
few months of my tenure at Sangamon State from December of 1972 until
July of 1973, I acted as registrar while the university searched for a
permanent appointee,

Q: Okay. We'll try to get into each one of those phases of your career
here, separately. Let's go back, though, and find out how it is that you
came to interview for a position here, who your early contacts were, and
the nature of that initial appointment.

A: Spencer had been appointed to the institution and joilned the staff in
October of 1969 and called a meeting of students from other institutions
in the state of Illinois to discuss university matters such as the type
of governing structure desirable and other related matters in which
student opinion might be valuable; that was, their reactions to grading
systems, etc.

He contacted Illinois State University, where I was a student, and asked
for a conservative and a radical student from among the (chuckles) members
of the student body. Sam Braden, the president at Illinois State at the
time, asked if T would be Illinois State's radical student. (chuckleg)

I attended that conference where I met Spencer, and I attended it with
some notions of finding a job, quite frankly. There wasn't anything |
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available immediately, although I struck up an acquaintance with Spencer
at that time, and had a lunch with him as a result of some meetings we'd
had as part of the formal conference.

The job with Sangamon State didn't come until December of 1969 when Bob
Batson, who had been at Illinois State as a political science professor
and knew me, offered a recruiting position., It had been his idea in
conference with the then vice president for academic affairs, Cohen, and
Pregsident Spencer, that the best way to recruit students to this new
university would be to have young student-type recruiters, or people who
had most recently been students. I fitted that category and was knowﬁ to
Spencer from the conference and to Batson as a student, and Batson called
me at my then place of employment and invited me down for an interview,
after which I got the job in a span of about two weeks.

Q: Okay. .So, then you came here, when was it, in February or January?

A: January 15th of 1970.

Q: Can you recall some highlights or some early experiences in that
environment as a student recruiter?

A: The first few weeks of the appointment, I spent writing a brochure to
recruit students to the institution, and the contents of that brochure-
which was actually finished by some of the people on the public relations
staff at the time, Pat Murray—-the contents were rather tentative, of
course. It spoke about the institution, how it was founded, its goals
and purposes which were set out by some documents that were authored by
the committees that had been set up by the state of Illinois to such
documents as the report on new senior institutions in Illinois, The
brochure contained some program information. We had some general idea of
the programs that we wanted to offer. Spencer had already defined the
goals in the institution in that area to at least include, basically, the
liberal arts. That brochure, while it didn't become useful for almost
six or eight months--it was not in print for our early recruiting--at
least gave me the knowledge I needed to begin talking to students,

Q: Will you physically describe that, in a sense, so that we can make a
reference later on., Is that what I used to think of as a gold
announcement, sort of, one page thing, or was this a . . .

A: No, this was the original drafts for the gray or some blue brochure.

Q: This was a pamphlet, in other words. It was many--I remember--many
pages, that came out in the summer, was it, of . . .

A: That's right. That's exactly right. But, after having done that for
a week or two, we were then beginning to receive contacts from students
in the area on an informal basis. We did not yet have a designated
admissions office. The dean of admissions and records joined the staff
at the same time I did., Only about twenty individuals on the staff at
that time,
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Q: So when you say "we," you're talking about Dean Ray Bess, and you?

A: Myself, and immediately after our appointment, Marilyn Brookens was
chosen as the second admissions officer. She had been on the staff of
the university as a researcher. And Robert Marsh who was chosen as the
registrar not, I don't think, less than a month after my appointment.

The four of us, along with one or two of the then secretarial staff--
girls that had already been hired by the institution in other capacities--
formed an admissions and records office which moved to a storefront on
Washington Street, I don't have the exact date. It must have been in
March or April, at which time we formally announced our interest in
recruiting students and taking applicants., Part of that time, as I
mentioned, we talked informally with students over the phone, in person,
They were Springfield, Illinois students, I can't remember anyone from
outside the Springfield area,

We talked to these students in terms of generalities. We knew we were
going to have a master's program and a bachelor's program; we knew the
liberal arts areas, and we did not know many of the academic regulatioms.
We were telling them we weren't yet taking applications. We were not
actively involved in recruiting at the junior college level at that time,

Q: That's an interesting period because, if I can look back on it, it
would appear that on the one hand your job was to recruit students; on
the other hand you found it necessary, in effect, to stall. Would that
be a fair way to put it or not?

A: That's exactly right., When we were initially hired, we had a month
or two period in which we were almost an information service to the
interested immediate community of Springfield and surrounding areas.
There was a backlog of people in the community who wanted to finish their
degree, They were interested in Sangamon for that reason, and we were
involved (chuckles) in stalling their interests.

Q: I mean, you had to keep them on the line ., . .
A: Yes. Right,

Q: .« « « but you couldn't feed them much information because you didn't
have much, and there was a danger that you might give them misinformation.

A: That's right, That's right. This was, however, not as difficult as
it might seem. The difficulties came in later months, in the summer
months and early fall, maybe late spring. But doing that particular job
with those community people is not difficult because, while they had
specific questions, and they were sometimes dissatisfied not to have them
answered, we did not have an enrollment problem. The potential for
meeting the enrollment projections for the first year was obviously there
and these people had no other alternative. They were a captive audience.
And so there was not a danger there for the institution in terms of
potential enrollment.
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Q: While there may not have been an enrollment problem, was there a
public relations problem, would you say?

A: That got to be important in the spring months. Beginning in April

and May we had some, oh, irate citizens, who had seen the publicity, over
' now a year or two years in the Springfield community about this institution,

and were increasingly uncomfortable not having information. Now, it's

hard to put that in perspective because those are the types of people

that are likely to call in the first place. The people that were calling

were calling repeatedly, so we were probably dealing with a very small

group of the population, but they were the ones making contact with us.

We could identify voices and names that would call ten times in the span

of two weeks, and we'd told them not to call for an additional month.

I'd be careful to keep those particular problems in perspective becauge

those problem students, as it turned out-—-some of our initial students

who had difficulties with the university and its bureaucratic structure

when it opened--were interestingly enough the same people 1'd gotten to

know, who were having problems because we couldn't tell them everything

they wanted to know before we opened. I really think the group might

have been small, but the impression you got in dealing with the phone,

you know, was one of urgency; an urgent need for material., It's difficult

to put that in perspective.

Q: Were you at this time engaged, at all, in visiting community colleges
or going—-—an outreach sort of program?

A: Now, that started after we opened the admissions and records office
in the storefront. We made some formal announcements and had a ribbon-
cutting ceremony and opened that. We took our first applications from
Vicky Dunbar and . . . oh, who was the other student?

Q: Holman?

A: Malcolm Holman, And we, you know, in a picture-taking ceremony,
received their applications and began officially taking applications. Of
course, we had had, in the prior weeks, to design the very applications
(chuckles) that we were now collecting.

We then went on the road to junior colleges. The ones I remember, in
particular, were probably Illinois Central [Community College], Illinois
Valley [Community College] and, oh, I would say, in that spring, I must
have visited ten or twelve; it'd be difficult for me to say. But, we did
recruit students from the junior colleges to our first year. We obviously
recruited more to our second year, The number was not that significant

in the first year. Besides the local population that we attracted, we
probably attracted a more significant number of disaffected students from
four-year schools, that saw Sangamon as a possible answer to the problems
they were having in other institutions.

Q: And those students coming were not a result of your actually going
out and recruiting; they may have come here as a result of some publicity
about the institution.




James Petersen 5

A: That's right. That's right. Statewide publicity and word-of~mouth
type of thing, but not--no, we didn't go into any four-year schools to
recruit even graduate students, which at some four-year institutions
without master's programs, we could have had a legitimate excuse to do.
What we did do was go into communities like Decatur and Lincoln and
Taylorville and Jacksonville and make contact with the publiec library and
made Information about Sangamon State available at those libraries, amd
then proceeded to place ads in local papers, advertising our existence and
availability of material at the local library. It's something I don't
think we've done since and I'm not sure, really, how effective it was,

Q: Do you have any impressions in retrospect about the reception you
received at some of these community colleges? I mean, was it kind of
{chuckles) a disinterest or . . .,

A: No, but that's an interesting--that's a good question because the
reaction was interesting and entirely the same at every school, It was
one of a lot of interest and not yet a recognition of the sgignificance of
us as a capstone to the junior college system. The questions and interest
focused around our innovative nature of this institution. Some of the
material in the founding documents had found its way through the junior
college system or I had discussions about the nature of the institution
at that time.

Now, as I remember it, we were enthusiastic salesmen—--Marilyn Brookens

and I-~for the institution, having been students, seeing some of the

problems that we had as students, and saw this institution, oursevles, as

an answer to some of those difficulties, And, at that time, we were able

to tell these junior college people about the broad nature of the institution,.
Then we knew that there would not be failing grades. We knew that we

would not be having grade point averages. We knew that we would have
credit~only option for students who wanted it, and we knew we would have
interdisciplinary programs, and we were focusing then, of course, on the
liberal arts preparation., We knew we'd have a professional studies component
for some programs like business and accounting. We knew the applied

studies program would exist and something about it, and these are the

things we told the junior college coumselor, and their reaction was one

of real skepticism about our grading, in particular, our interdisciplinary
programs; they had a real questioning and doubtful attitude about our

ability to do those kinds of things.

There was very little experimentation in the junior colleges that I

talked to at that time, Now, two years after that, even some of thos

same junior colleges were doing similar things, But at that time, th;y
were gearing students to go to Illinois State, Northern, meeting the
exact requirements of those schools, We knew that we could tell them:
that just the AA degree was sufficient entry, and they had trouble coping
with that concept., If the student didn't have the AA, it was particularly
difficult to get through to the counselor that a broad variety of genaral
education courses was sufficient for entrance--and we knew that then—-but,
that was very difficult to communicate to the counselor, and he didn't
find that sufficient direction in dealing with the student.
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The funniest reaction I got from, it seemed like, everyone I talked to
wag that our grading system was essentially dishonest, and it was unfair
to other institutions not to record students' failing grades, and that
kind of thing became the focus of the conversation, in some cases,

Now, the experimentation that was going on at that time, happening in the
junlor college system——at least my impression was~-it was in the city
schools in Chicago, and we did not do much recruiting there. I went to
Thornton Junior College, which was operating out of Thornton High Scheol,
at the time of the riots, (chuckles) and so I didn't do much active
recruiting the day I was there; they were breaking out (chuckles) and I
excused myself, .

Q: (chuckles) Are you suspecting by what you said that, in Chicago,
your description of us would have found a more familiar response . . .

A: Or a more receptive audience.

Q: Are you alsgo suggesting--by an earlier observation about how our
nature met with skepticism themn, but later on, a few years later, things
were different-—are you suggesting that Sangamon State had an influence
on this sort of thing, or that we simply represented an early wave of a
general trend that later on caught on elsewhere?

A: Well, that would be my reading because many of the things we were
doing could be found in other places. We might have been an institution
that collected more of these so-called inmovative practices in one place
than had been the custom of the junior college counselor to . . . that
the junior college counselor had been exposed to, is what I wanted to
say. At that time, Illinois State had already instituted a pass/fail
grading system. The number of hours you could take under that system
were limited. There were, oh, X grades instead of failing grades at, I
guess, Malcolm X Junior College, even then. But there had been no institution
which collected so many of these things in one place at one time in the
experience of the junior college counselor.

I think their reservations, now, are more understandable to me, in light
of my experience with the students we've gotten from the junior college,
In terms of the student's own ability to deal with a wide variety of
alternatives in determining his own educational goals and style and
program——which is what we sold too, was the ability of the student to
structure his own major and individual option and all these kinds of
things. The counselors knew their students, by and large, and had worked
in the system for some time, and they did send us a few students who were
of independent mind and, I think, appropriate to this institution. But,
by and large, I think they counseled a lot of students away from us
because of that; that openness. And we were unable to give these people
lists of requirements to get a certain degree at the institution, and
this was a real disadvantage. Not in the first year, in terms of enrollment,
but I think it became more significant in the second year of recruitment,
80 « . &

Q: Earlier in this interview, you said that the lack of information
about a curriculum and so forth wasn't such a problem in the spring, Hut
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by the summer it was. Are you meaning, now, in terms of recruiting a
second wave of students or just the continuing pressure from--and
understandable pressure-—from students scheduled to enroll that first
f£all?

A: Right,
Q: For some kind of information about what they'd be undertaking.

A: That's exactly right., What happened essentially was we were able to
parcel out information a little bit at a time, as it became available,
And as we approached the fall term, sufficient program information about
degree requirements, number of hours, the types of courses that would be
required, was not available to the students. A schedule of courses was
not available. A university catalog was not available. Although, as I
look back, I'm not sure how many people did not attend for those reasons.
We were under extreme pressure, on the phone and in persom, to provide
that kind of information., It became increasingly uncomfortable not to
have it,

Well, the thing that I think about, in terms of the early days of the
ingtitution and now, as we are still wrestling with unresolved problems
in terms of our own academic style, curriculum development, etc., etc.—-
it would not have seemed, now, to me, a disadvantage to the institution
to have borrowed many of the simple administrative procedures and, indeed,
regulations from the catalogs of established institutions in the state of
Illinois, maintain an openness to work away from that, within the system,
and use that as an operating style, as opposed to what we did do. And
that was, in many areas, opened with a vacuum and an intent to develop
policy. Theoretically, at the time, I agreed with that approach; in
other words, the fear was~-in borrowing the traditional--was be left with
the traditional and leave it as unquestioned as other institutions had
and thus be stuck with little else than other places had. I1'm not sure
if we provided the proper atmosphere for change and the mechanisms to
question the policies. We might have got a faster start by adopting some
of the things that had been tried and were established in other institutions.

My impression was that--what happened was that, as we threw out things
that other institutions had trouble with, or people who came to the
ingtitution had trouble with in their administrative, teaching or student
capacities at other colleges and universities, we threw out the good with
the bad. We didn't examine it either and choose what structures were
good and what were useful and tried and take the best of it and try to
prevent the worst from developing in our institution. We left a vacuum
in many areas, and the way we filled that vacuum, then, I'm not sure, you
know, was that good.

Q: One final question about the early phase, say, before the university
formally opened its doors. In that roughly six-month period, from your
employment until the university opened, can you recall any high points or
low points in your own work, or in the work of the admissions and records
office, that might epitomize some of the good and bad aspects of that
pretty frantic preparatory period? These could be incidents or meetings
or appointments or . . .
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A: Well, we got, T think, as an admissions office--as an admissions
officer, I received sufficient information and attention from the people
who were building the university, to know what was going on, and to be
able to cope with that; although, the information they were able to give
me was not sufficient for the students I wae dealing with.

I guess the major thing that has to be said——and I think we've touched on
it before--was we were opening a new institution which was defined only

in the broadest terms; we were attempting to recruit students to something
we didn't know about ourselves, I think it was advantageous--our inexperience
was advantageous because we were enthused about it. We were not troubled
by the lack of things that we might have been troubled by had I been an
admissions officer at the U of I [University of Illinois] and then come

to Sangamon. So, in a sense, our own inexperience allowed us to cope
better with that situation, to deal with students., We'd just been students
ourselvee--that is, Marilyn Brookens and myself--and so, that's probably
the most outstanding thing I can think of. At the time, I remember

several instances where we really felt a critical need for informationm,

and just could not provide it., And it got to the point where we were

just out there on the firing line, constantly. We were representing the
institution, we were the most public part and we really felt like we were
really out there alone and out on a limb,

Our most difficult task was in the business area. We had extreme pressure
for business; we had interest in business. As far as I'm concerned . . .

+

Q: You mean in a business degree program for students,

A: That's exactly right, for the undergraduate student primarily. And

we were talking in the institution., We were told as admissions officers,

the institution would provide some type of program in that area. It was

never clear whether there'd be actually a program. It did become clear
through the summer, it was going to be not quite a program, but a professional
sequence or a series of courses that would prepare people to go into

business,

We recruited students--gome students that we did recruit in the first
year from other junior colleges were coming to go into that program. This
is the major failing in the institution that sticks out most in my mind
because, otherwise, I could say I recrulted students honestly to the
institution, The institution did not provide any kind of a business
program, I can't even remember whether there was even one course that
these students could take, and I'd recruited them there and told them it
would be there, and had been told it would be there., The people that

told me were not, you know, at a disadvantage in any way. And it may not
have--it certainly--I don't mean to imply any of this was malicious or
intent, you know, I'm sure there was an intent in the institution to

take advantage of this, to build a business thing. There just evidently
was not the time or the faculty resources to do it. We'd recruited the
students in all honesty, but there they were, and they knew me. And they
were coming to me for the answer, and for what their altermatives were,
now that we weren't providing it. And, there wasn't a good alternative.
The things we were telling them, were not good alternatives, So, that
was the greatest difficulty that sticks out in my mind in the early times,























































