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Narrator: Cecilia O’Leary
Interviewer: Rina Benmayor

Benmayor: Okay. Today is February 10, 2019 and I am interviewing Cecilia O’Leary. I'm Rina
Benmayor and we re doing this interview for the CSUMB Founding Faculty Oral History Project. So,
Cecilia do I have your permission to record the interview?

O'Leary: Yes, you have my permission to record it and use it any way you want.

Benmayor: Okay. Well, I will be sending you a Release Form that has certain things that you
can after the interview you can decide how you want it to be used.

O'Leary: Okay.

Benmayor: But anyhow, so can you just start by stating your name and when you came to
CSUMB?

O'Leary: Okay. My name is Cecilia O’Leary and I was hired in 1995, but I waited a year to
begin teaching in 1996 because I was at the National Museum of American History and I felt obligated to
complete a year. I was on a post doc there. So I asked when I got hired if they would wait for a year. So,
hired in ’95. Came to teach in *96.

Benmayor: A hah. And who hired you and what was your position title?

O’Leary:  That’s really interesting because I went back and looked at my contract and I wasn’t
hired as a historian, because I’m a cultural historian. I was hired as a multidisciplinary faculty.

Benmayor: [Chuckles]

O’Leary: Which says a lot about the University. We weren’t being pigeon-holed yet into specific
areas of discipline. We really were being asked to think beyond our degrees and to see ourselves really as a
part of a bigger university community. So Steve Arvizu is who hired me and I can remember after I’d been

hired we came out that summer, even though I wasn’t going to begin teaching till the next year, and Steve
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is showing me and my husband Tony around the campus. When I graduated from high school instead of
going to college I became a carpenter because Affirmative Action had just been passed. And I kept looking
around this campus which was like, you know, the Fort. I kept saying, “Steve, I don't think this is going to
be open in time.” [Laughs] He said, “We have two months, it’s not gonna be a problem.” I said, “I think it’s
a problem.” [Laughs] That was one of my first introductions. It was great. I mean here is Steve literally
taking us around, you know, from one quonset hut to the next, that are going to be the classrooms. So that
was my beginning experience.

Benmayor: Aha. Well, let me back you up and say, and ask, how did you first find out about this
job or about the University?

O'Leary: [ was looking at the Chronicle for Higher Education and I saw this ad for this new
university, California State University Monterey Bay. I read it and what stood out to me immediately was
training for leadership positions. California State universities do not train mostly working class students to
be leaders. They’re training for second tier. You work underneath the leaders that are supposed to come
from the University of California campuses. But here is a campus saying, “No, no, no. These working
class students are going to become the leaders.” So that stood out to me right away. Then it was
multicultural; the fact it was committed to having many different peoples represented, not just one
Eurocentric presentation; the fact that it wanted to introduce technology really struck me as something very
cutting edge and that I was interested in. Also that it wanted us to be global citizens, that we were expected
as faculty and the students clearly to see ourselves not just located in the United States. So those were the
main things that really attracted me. I’d been a community organizer for most of my life and went back to
get my Ph.D. as a re-entry student in my early 30°s. This is why I had gotten a degree, was to really be able
to combine what I’d learned in the university getting my Ph.D. with working with students and seeing

praxis, seeing students have knowledge and then put it into practice. So I’d been waiting my life for this.
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This is what it’s about. So I made out the application. And then came out and was interviewed. But that’s
what struck me. I thought, “Oh, my God. This is the most amazing Vision Statement I’ve ever read.”

Benmayor: And when did you make the application and when did you come for the interview?

O'Leary: It must have been in *94. Well no, I got the Ph.D. in ’95. I was trying to put this
together. So if I got my hiring letter in *95 then I must have come out right in the Spring sometime. So I'm
not quite sure how to put all the different dates together exactly. But it had to have been in 95 when I came
out at some point, is what my guess is.

Benmayor: And do you remember your first impressions of coming onto the campus? Or ... it
wasn’t a campus. [Laughs]

O'Leary: To the Fort? Yeah, I remember this staff member of Housing, he was responsible -- |
don't know if you also met him --, he was living on the campus housing which used to be the old Fort Ord
housing. His house had like these hanging plants. He made it look really wonderful. And then the
apartment that you stayed in when you were the faculty being interviewed was just, oh it was just really
wonderful what they had done to the inside of it! What struck me was not just how nice it looked but the
kind of thought and care that had gone into trying to make this ... It was a deserted place, so it was a very
inhospitable place to walk into. But here’s this guy who’d made his apartment look so beautiful as a
welcome, and then how he took so much pride in setting up this place to stay for people who were coming
there for a weekend. That might sound like a small thing but it was such a desolate kind of looking place
and the fact that here’s a person just dealing with housing who is so invested in what this place means and
the future of it. So that really struck me. You know, because you don’t see that very often, that people
would be so proud. And then when I went for the interview with the faculty and [audio freeze] community
and student representatives, that was a pretty amazing experience.

[7:39] Benmayor:  So can you tell me about that?
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O'Leary: Yeah. Josina Makau, who is one of the founders and also founded Human
Communication, the department I was hired into, the Center I was hired into [was the committee chair].
Usually for a job talk I never mention that I’d been a community organizer or that I’d done carpentry or any
of these different kinds of things. Universities typically want to know your scholarship and your position
in the field. I just decided, now this is a campus where it’s going to make a difference what kind of
connections I’ve made between communities organizing for social justice and then what I’ve done in my
scholarly work. So I presented it. And that became actually one of the most interesting part of the
discussions. It was amazing to have actual people from the community there. There was this elder from the
African American community who I just remember because I did lots of work on patriotism. She had a
background as a military family. We just got into all these amazing discussions about this University and
its new Vision, coming out of a place where wars had been fought. So anyway, all those things combined
together to make a very positive impression.

Benmayor: Aha. Okay. When you actually came to the campus a year later, could you compare
what you had seen, because you’d been away for the first year.

O'Leary: Right. But I did come back, though. I came back like several times during the course of
the year before I started teaching, to go to meetings at Josina’s house which you were also a part of,
[Chuckles] to just brainstorm. I’m not even sure if we were a department then. We might have been a
Center. I’m not exactly sure. What is this thing even gonna look like? And what are we gonna be? So I saw
a little bit of change but not much in all honesty. I remember my first day of class when I started teaching,
there were no chairs. [Laughter]

Benmayor: So where was your first class? In what building?

O'Leary: Well, it was in one of the quonset hut-like places. And God, it’s hard to remember.

Benmayor: [n the 80’s? The 80’s buildings?
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O'Leary: That kind of sounds like the right numbers. Maybe they were more concrete buildings.
They weren’t the quonset hut ones. But it was actually a great experience because here I am, this is the
second year the school has been open and here are the students, these are freshmen, and so we’re all out
searching for chairs. It really didn’t make a difference because we were sitting on the floor. And it was part
of that really, I know this sounds like “Oh, my God, you need to have chairs, this is really so disrespectful,”
and I suppose it was. But that wasn’t the spirit that we took it in. We really felt like we all were building
this place. And that’s how it felt. It felt like, “Well, okay. Let’s just get in there. We’re going to create
this.” I think of what I and everybody else was doing was that we were building this thing. We had that
sense of it both physically as well as intellectually, in terms of just all of our lives, what this was going to
become. So that was a first day experience.

[11:41] Benmayor: So what were you teaching? What was your teaching assignment? I know you said
that your appointment letter said Multidisciplinary Faculty member, which mine did, too and who knew
what that was?

O'Leary: [Laughs]

Benmayor: How did you maneuver, or what was the process of finding the courses that you were
going to teach?

O'Leary: That was totally up to us. You could decide anything you wanted to teach, was
basically what you could do. In Human Communication, which was the Center I was in, I was responsible
for coming up with, What does history mean and how is it going to be taught? At that point, I was the first
and only historian. The next historian hadn’t been hired yet, or was gong to be hired. Gerald Shenk. So |
tried to think, “Well, okay, what do I want to teach?”” So cultural history. So I taught “History According to
the Movies” and used movies as a way of both critiquing movies as well as an entry into how do you learn
history, combining popular culture with scholarly work. And “Multicultural History” That was the first

class that I taught. That was fantastic. I treated the students like they were students from UC Berkeley
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seniors. They had to go out and do original research. I mean, they’re literally sitting on the floor and going
out and doing UC Berkeley senior level research. Because we really thought anything was possible. There
really in my mind was no reason to limit my expectation. I mean obviously I knew these were freshmen so
I wasn’t going to grade them as if they were seniors, but why shouldn’t they be their own historians? Why
should they just be studying a textbook? That didn’t make sense to me. So it was all extraordinarily
exciting because a lot of my students were children of farmworkers, and here they are sitting in and going
and doing research on their own communities or going to Cannery Row. Both in Human Communication
and in the classes I taught. I knew we were doing something right when I was attacked in the Washington
Post, in an editorial, for saying that everyone could become a historian. There was an attack in the
[14:18] Washington Post of this new university and this professor, Cecilia O’Leary, who is teaching history
saying that we all can become historians, which I meant that there’s no reason why students can’t both
study history and make it. They have a right to go out and be able to research and look at primary
documents, whatever forms they might take, and then learn how to do serious evidence-based research
papers. So that was part of, I think among the initial attacks on our University.

Benmayor: And how did they come up with that? I mean like where did that come from?

O'Leary: Idon't know. Clearly our University was on the radar. But those beginning years were
incredible years.

Benmayor: Um hmm. Those were your first classes. Did you have other job responsibilities?

O'Leary: Yeah. We had to do everything. [Laughs] You name it. I was trying to look to see if I
could find a specific job description but I think it was our jobs were to create courses, to come up and to
define what this department, what the center was going to be in, and we all were involved in collective
meetings and then there was a division of labor, what we’d have to write up. I had to come up with what’s a
description of one of our Learning Requirements inside of our department was going to be around history

so what was that going to mean? Also for the University for lower division students because everyone has
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to have general education requirements to fulfill. So I was responsible to come up for well what kind of
history? What is that going to look like and mean? It was just rather endless in terms of what the job
description was. And that was really only one part of it.

Benmayor: And what was the other part?

O'Leary: Well, the other part was everything that we all did to make this University, that was in
no job description.

Benmayor:  [Laughs] Which was?

O'Leary: Which was totally outside of the contract, which was everything. Which was meeting
with students and helping new student organizations get off the ground. I remember in 1996 there was a
Proposition 209 that ended Affirmative Action in California. So this would be the kind of work. In the
very first year, here I am, all right, “Oh my God, they’re Attacking Affirmative Action, it’s going to end!”
This has incredible impact on the entire state and our students. Well, we’re just this little university that
barely has classrooms and an auditorium. There’s no way we can really have something that will allow us
to have an all day Day of Dialogue. Sacramento State was having a Day of Dialogue since that’s the state
capitol and all these legislators were coming into the campus and everything. So [our] Vision Statement
[emphasized] technology. So I went and talked with the person who is the head of technology. And I said
“Well, can’t we do it teleconferencing? Why can’t we bring in on a huge screen what they are doing at
Sacramento State? That way our students get the benefit of hearing the debates and what’s happening in the
nation’s capitol?” So all right, where are we going to have it? So Richard Bains, [head] of our Music
Department, had actually one of the only small auditoriums because of music, and we had a big screen. I
worked day and night on this. Amalia Mesa Bains, Richard was involved, different people were involved.
We got the whole teleconference set up between Sac State, the technology department, organized students
to get the word out, got the President at CSU Monterey Bay to say “Okay.” And the whole campus was

closed down so students could come and be involved in this day of discussing whether Affirmative Action
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should be ended. So that’s not part of any job description but that’s like your 24/7 kind of work. I mean we
were creating a heart and soul of the University. [audio freeze]. Because the University wasn’t about just
[18:58] literally our job description contract. It was building a heart and soul of what this place was gonna
be about. And that, I think, is what a lot of us were doing non-stop. So what an incredible thing for the
students!

Benmayor:  And what were some of your other contributions as the years went on, where you
made a big effort?

O'Leary: Okay, where I made a big effort. Well, one of the things was -- and this I have no idea
how I ended up doing this, except through working with you, I think, and your contacts with Randy Bass at
Georgetown University and Bret Eynin, in terms of bringing the New Media Classroom [to campus]. I was
fascinated by technology and what that would mean. I think it was not because of technology but being a
cultural historian, it’s bringing in other modes of learning and ways of seeing which was interesting to me.
So again, this is out of the job description. 1996, first year at Monterey we have over 30 faculty from our
campus for an all-day workshop. We brought in Bret Eynin and Randy Bass and Donna Thompson from
New York to sponsor this day to teach 30 faculty at Monterey how you use new media in a multicultural
classroom. What are pedagogies that use all this new media? Then, the very next year we got another major
grant where we sponsored two weekend workshops, where we had over 35 faculty from California State
University campuses, community college campuses and for two whole days all we did was discuss, “Okay,
how do we make a new pedagogy? What does that mean? How do we create it?”” So that was pretty
exciting! [audio freeze]

Benmayor: Yeah. You were key in terms of organizing all of that and writing of grants and just
making it all happen.

[21:48] O'Leary: Yeah. Absolutely. That was huge. And one of the things that also came out of that is

there was the Visible Knowledge Project, that not only was studying how you bring new media technology
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into the classroom but also how your students learn, what’s evidence that we can have that students learn. It
was this five-year project, multi million dollars. Everything from M.L.T. to community colleges. But from
our work on those workshops we were then invited in to be the University as one of the founding campuses
as part of this five-year project. And so that was, again, a huge amount of work but something that really
made an amazing difference. I mean it grew into this kind of project with digital histories, digital
storytelling.

Benmayor: [ am curious because you were trained as a historian at Berkeley.

O'Leary: Right.

Benmayor:  You got your Ph.D. from Berkeley and you came to this campus, perhaps like me, 1
didn’t know anything about pedagogy, what’s that? You know? [Laughs]

O'Leary: Nothing.

Benmayor:  [Laughs] And here we are kind of all of a sudden in the midst of this technology
revolution. How did you think about getting involved in all of that?

O'Leary: The thing that made me I think the most excited is cause it’s visual.

Benmayor:  Ah!/

O'Leary: Which so it’s not the programming part of the technology, it’s how much it brings the
visual into all of [audio freeze] a lot to do with -

O’Leary: Well, it had a lot to do then because it wasn’t a technology program part is that because
technology is just like we’re doing now, it’s visual. It’s all about a visual world. And in terms of being a
cultural historian, my work was on the contest over national identity and who can be considered a loyal
American? Particularly after the Civil War, Who was going to be included in definitions of citizenship? I
looked at the struggles that culturally took place over that. So I’'m looking at visual rituals. What’s the
enactment of citizenship, the singing, all of these kinds of ways that it came to be defined. Then, working

at the National Museum of American History at the Smithsonian, because all of my research work was in
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Washington, D.C., so I very much became a part of public history. That’s how do you make history
[24:42] available to people. So again that’s visual. So the pedagogy in New Media is that it made history
available beyond the University, which was really attractive to me. It already allows you to create
knowledge that’s seen, which very much is like doing cultural history as well as working in a museum
because it’s all based on artifact and what people see. So those were things that I wanted to do. I wanted
whatever I taught to move outside of the classroom. I wanted students to be doing their work in the
community. I didn’t want them to just be sitting in a classroom. I wanted them to be actual researchers.
Again, the new media allows you to create archives, to present your work in new media formats, so it can
be seen in the classroom, it can be seen in a larger group of people. And like you, graduating from
Berkeley, the only pedagogy at Berkeley is lecture halls. [Chuckles] With hundreds of students. So it was a
very big learning curve for me to understand what this thing is called “pedagogy” and “activist learning”
and getting students involved in, you know, critical thinking. I mean at Berkeley you are involved in
critical thinking obviously but you come and the professor gives you the wisdom and then you go and study
and you take your notes. At Monterey, I think all of our commitment was we wanted students who actually
are going to go out and do evidence based, particularly in history, research. New media then allowed them
a way to take it into new, really fun and exciting ways. To make little movies, to make PowerPoint
presentations. So that was why I got involved in it.

Benmayor:  Was there a downside to all of this stuff for you? A trade-off?

O'Leary: Do you mean teaching at Monterey? Just being at Monterey and the trade-off of the
pedagogy and everything? Yeah, I think the very big trade-off was, and I really thought about it before I
accepted it and I think the main reason I accepted the job was the Vision Statement, is it really meant you
weren’t at a research university. And that was really a part of my thinking. “Do I really want to go in this
direction?” Because if you go in this direction there are people who are amazing and they continue to

publish and research as they work at a CSU. But the reality is, at a CSU you are entering a non-research

Page 10 of 24



237

238

239

240

241

242

243

244

245

246

247

248

249

250

251

252

253

254

255

256

257

258

259

260

CSUMB Oral History Project
Cecilia O’Leary interviewed by Rina Benmayor

[audio freezes], teaching university. So that means pretty much you are saying, “Okay, I don't think I'm
necessarily going to be writing more heavily research-based books.” I don't know, I’ve always felt a little
mixed about that decision. But I feel like it was the right decision, particularly in the early years when
everything was possible and exciting and experimental, before the bureaucracy of the CSU began to
restrain not only what we could do but also restrain, I think, the level of research and knowledge that
students were acquiring. Because we were taking them in so many wonderful different directions initially.
We could just do, make incredible demands on them and not even realize that it was far beyond what would
[28:31] usually be expected. So yeah, that would be one thing that I think was a drawback. I think the
other thing was as extraordinarily exciting and fantastic all of this was, is the level of burnout was
excruciating.

Benmayor:  And how was it for you?

O'Leary: Well, it didn’t help that in 1998 I got diagnosed with breast cancer and went through
surgery and chemotherapy and then I was five years on very heavy duty drugs. It’s not chemo but it’s drugs
because it was a very aggressive cancer. So that combination of being physically exhausted and still being
expected -- and now I’'m just going to job description --, to work, you know, so many hours so hard made it
really difficult. But I’d say that within that I still would go back to the sense of trying to make the possible
out of the impossible, doing very experimental things, working with faculty across the campus in different
ways, that was an extraordinarily rewarding time. Do I regret it? No, I don’t. Was it easy? No. But I don't
think building anything is easy. You know? I think what we got was the reward of really being able to
imagine something that never had been imagined before. And hopefully maybe the residual of what we
tried to do [chuckles] might be still influencing what might happen on this campus.

Benmayor:  You've spoken already about how the Vision Statement was influential, was a draw
for you, can you say anything more about how it guided your work? Any specific instances?

O'Leary: With the students or my research work or in any kinds of ways?
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Benmayor:  Um hmm.
[30:42] O'Leary: Oh, okay. I didn’t know if you were going to be able to see this or not. [Holds up a
photograph to the camera]. This is how it would influence what I was doing in the classroom. Then I’d
talk about what I did with the Smithsonian and scholarly work I did during those years, too. Okay, so in
terms of being a multicultural campus, one of the things I had students do is they could go out and do oral
histories or evidence-based research into archives or documents, whatever they’d want to do. This, again,
is a freshman “Introduction to U.S. History.” And part of it was how do we broaden our understanding of
this area we live in, the broader Monterey area of Salinas and Watsonville and Monterey. And they could
come up with any research project. So one of my students was from Hollister, from the farming
community of that area. I think her parents were involved in truck driver delivery of chemicals, God help
us, to the different agricultural sites. So she went and she did an oral history of her grandmother. I don't
know if you will be able to see this. Okay. So. I don't know, is it possible to see that? [Holds up the
photograph].

Benmayor:  Yeah. Uh-huh.

O'Leary: Okay. It’s in great big meeting hall and there’s a bunch of people, right?

Benmayor:  Yeah.

O'Leary: It’s like any Grange Hall in a movie. Here’s the exact picture. [video freezes].
What you’re seeing is several hundred people, in one picture they’re all very nice looking white farm
working folk with their kids. And the next picture are the same nice farm working folks with their kids all
KKK Klans robes. They had just put on their robes. They’re in the exact same positions. So she shows me
this. She says, “What should I do? I don't know if I feel like I can let people know. This is about my
family.” So I said to her, “Look, you can do whatever you want. What’s important . . . [audio freezes]
I told her, you can do whatever you want. I mean this is pretty heavy to learn this is your family! But the

Klu Klux Klan actually was very active in the whole Salinas/Watsonville/Monterey area in the 30’s, 40°s
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into the 50’s. Like parades down through the streets. I said, “What’s important is you’re an anti-racist.
What matters is you. And you’ve made a decision to be against that kind of racism. That’s not who you are.
That came from the grandparents in your family. What matters is the position you’ve taken as an anti-
racist.” So in terms of the Vision Statement, that was extraordinarily moving because all the students then
had to make a PowerPoint presentation of their research. She included that. With the pictures. Not only this
massive Grange Hall but that’s ser family sitting there in that Grange Hall. So I think that’s very

[34:27] important. To be multicultural doesn’t just mean, “Oh, we get to hear everybody’s different
histories.” It’s also very painful stuff. Both for people whose families, she discovered, had been ardent
racists, but also people who grew up experiencing the other end of that racism. To bring honesty and safety
among our students in terms of that Vision was the other part of it. That they could feel like this is a safe
enough space that they could really look at what the past was. And feel like they could bring it forward and
say, “This is where I come from, but this isn’t who I am.” And to make those kind of alliances were quite
extraordinary, where people really passed boundaries, like real divisions.

Benmayor:  Um hmm. Well, that happened in your classroom. Can you talk a little bit about the
key moments of struggle on the campus and how you might have involved in that? You know, as the camp-
there were key moments of change and struggle and did any of the campus environment impact you in that
regard?

O'Leary: Well, there is one major struggle over Cecilia Burciaga, who was extraordinary. She
was at Stanford University with Tony Burciaga. You would have more of the specifics of it. But they were
among, when they were first creating these different centers and dormitories, they were one of the founders
and the sponsors of the Chicano [audio gap] came to our campus as the — was she the Assistant Provost?

Benmayor:  No. She was the Chief of Staff of the President.

O'Leary: Okay. Well, she was being forced to leave the University. And that was like a major

struggle.
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Benmayor:  Well, actually she was, she was forced out of her job. She was given another job.

O'Leary: Okay. She was forced out of the job. But that became symbolic, I think, because she
was a rather fierce defender of the Vision Statement. [Chuckles] That was a major moment for me in terms
of the campus. Was the campus going to keep someone like her in a leading key position or was she
beginning to be edged out? So that was something that took place. I would think the other struggles that
had a bad impact on what we were trying to do was this whole issue of FTE’s [Full Time Equivalency].
That means funding for departments comes from how many students you can get in your classroom. How
many students you can get means how much money your department is going to get. So [we moved] from
being interdisciplinary faculty and standards of research, where it didn’t matter how many students [you
had], what mattered is we were doing original scholarship and creating classes where students Were
vibrantly learning. “Maybe they were in your Center, but over here. . . How might we interconnect with
each other?” That began to totally unravel when money started being allocated in terms of how many
[38:17] students. And that really put departments and centers at a not-so-subtle war with each other,
because you needed money to survive, right? And to grow. So that instead of now being interdisciplinary
and working together, departments were being pitted against each other. How many people can you get into
your classroom? So it really limited the possibilities. I think it erected barriers that went to the heart of
what was needed. The boundaries needed to stay open to make this Vision a possibility, rather than people
getting more and more entrenched into one area. So I feel like that was another major struggle, around this
whole thing of being more narrowly defined into departments. “Do this, this or the other thing.” That was
also linked, I think, to the architecture not only of the CSU system that is very FTE driven, but the
architecture from the Fort [Ord] also worked against being interdisciplinary because it was a fort.
Everything was separated. Because the army knows very well how to divide people and keep them
separate, because you have a chain of command and no one is supposed to be — [audio freezes]. Yeah, in

the military, you know, you had your regiment here and your regiment there. And the way that the
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University was set up, then, was based on the architecture of what existed. So for us to go over and talk to
another Center meant that we had to walk like 20 minutes to the next building, right?

Benmayor:  [Laughs]

O'Leary: So how were you really going to be able to ... This wasn’t a fight, this is the reality of
how do we create this Vision? Not only do we have the problem of being narrowed and narrowed and
narrowed when the Visions calls for expansiveness, is that our architecture didn’t allow us to intermingle
with each other because it was always in these separate buildings and it’s freezing cold. There’s the fog. So
that was also an early struggle. I remember when we made out our schedules, Christine Sleeter wanted to
have tea time.

Benmayor:  [Laughs]

O'Leary: Yeah. Having an hour where you couldn’t have classes. So faculty would literally have
a time where they could come together and share their scholarly work, to be able to find out what each
other was doing, to create space for scholarship in a university where faculty would come together and be
enriched by the work we were doing. So that was lost. So in terms of what I talked to you earlier
[41:14] about the difficulty of not being in a research based university, I was continuing to do research. I
think most people were continuing. Many in spite of not having the time built in for that. But there was
then no faculty hour where we could like get re-energized and excited about what each other was doing. So
I feel like that was another real struggle that was lost. There were continuous attempts to do it, but it
wasn’t able to come to fruition. [pause for noise interruption] Yeah. So I know I was sort of jumping
from one thing to the next but I think those were just different struggles that I think were important in terms
of the initial Vision and then the narrowing of that Vision.

Benmayor: And did that affect you very directly in terms of not just as a faculty member but in

terms of the things that you were hired to teach?

Page 15 of 24



356

357

358

359

360

361

362

363

364

365

366

367

368

369

370

371

372

373

374

375

376

377

378

379

CSUMB Oral History Project
Cecilia O’Leary interviewed by Rina Benmayor

O'Leary: Well, what it affected in terms of teaching is that when it was more interdisciplinary
like for example, this stopped happening: Luis Valdez was one of the founders. He and I would do a lot
with our different classes. Cause he was working on film. I’'m doing History According to the Movies. So
we would do switching back and forth of like, at different times. That’s just one example. [freeze] ...

It wasn’t co-teaching but having things be more a part of each other even though if you were in different
departments, that just happened informally. I remember I was able to do that more. And that began to
happen less and less.

Benmayor:  Okay.

O'Leary: I think the classes still remained very creative, extraordinarily creative.

Benmayor:  In what way? Why do you say that?

O'Leary: Well, moving on to doing two things: One, the digital histories, that what we were
talking about, was students were doing archival work or going out and collecting oral histories and then
making small movies. I mean, my God, learning how to write scripts, learning how to record what you’re
doing. Having your history go outside of the classroom, taking it home and showing it to your families and
different things like that. Also, I worked with different museums. Like the Maritime Museum. The Colton
Hall History Museum of Monterey Bay. One project that was really fantastic that was called, “Sites and
Citizens” and there was a whole exhibit because a photographer had taken all these pictures of people in
Cannery Row when it was factories and things like that. But they didn’t know who the people were. So
they invited my class to come in and it was detective work! Because they had the display of all the
photographs in the Maritime Museum in Cannery Row, but who were these people? So my students went
out and tracked down these people, did oral histories with them and then came back into the museum and
were able to share the recordings plus make the typescripts next to the photographs so that people began to
have names. What a great semester, right?

Benmayor:  Yeah. Aha!l. [Chuckles]
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[45:05] O'Leary: And then the other thing was a thing we did: Colton Hall was where the California
Constitution was written. The bottom [floor] of it was the Monterey jail. In that they had two really racist
cells. One is of a Mexican being hung and the rope literally in the cell. Then the next, right opposite is a
happy go lucky Mexican, which is a serape and a guitar behind the bars of the cell. I mean, my God! You
know, third grade students are coming to learn California history and they’re learning how to be racist, you
know? All Mexicans are murderers who need to be hung or they get drunk and play guitars. I mean this is
in California. You know. So we worked very hard on trying to get that exhibit changed in Colton Hall. In
the end [we] were not successful. But we worked for about three semesters — the person who was head of
the museum there and the students doing work. So that was a real life struggle that they were a part of. So
doing things like that. Creating online courses which was fantastic, learning how to do an entire course
online and making it very active and fun and interesting. So that all stayed. I think I actually remained very
innovative. I think the stress really came from outside of the classroom.

Benmayor:  And you were one of the few faculty who actually didn’t live on campus.

O'Leary: Yeah.

Benmayor:  How did that play into your experience? [Laughs]

O'Leary: Well, it was really difficult because I live in Berkeley and so I rented a house where I’d
stay for five days a week and then go home on the weekends. Then that was just costing so much money,
like “Why I am spending all this money on this apartment?” Then I started staying with friends and so that
was really great. But it meant I would come down and I would be on campus like three or four days a week.
Then I’d go home and, one, the travel was real exhausting. Two, it was really difficult not being able to be
at home. But then also what made it really difficult for me is that then I lived in these two worlds. So I
wasn’t also to having the benefits of really being able to hang out more with my colleagues and have that
kind of time where you’re not just on the University. So that made it very difficult. It was very hard. So

from ’96 to when I retired in 2010, I lived two lives between those two worlds.
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Benmayor:  But you weren’t the only one who was doing that commuting.

O'Leary: No, I wasn’t. The best of all worlds would have been if Monterey Bay had been in
Berkeley. [Laughter] And then I wouldn’t have had a closer relationship with people on the campus. I felt a
big loss of that during the time I taught there. I also felt a little schizophrenic, [Chuckles], in terms of these
two worlds. So yeah, that was difficult. But there was no way I could ask my husband to move to Monterey
Bay where he didn’t have a job. Right? It was the reality of the situation. I lived in Berkeley. I had a job in
Monterey.

Benmayor: [ think one of the other things that you were very involved in, even from the
beginning, I wonder if you could talk about, was the creation of the University Learning Requirements?
[49:09] O'Leary: Yeah, because I was in the first year faculty hire, both defining the requirements in our
Human Communication -- because we all were involved in talking about them and even what they should
be --, and then we all were involved in them [learning requirements] in terms of the whole University. The
University Learning Requirements are really just what other universities call General Education
Requirements. So University Learning Outcomes was supposed to be outcome-based learning. Which is
that you would be graded on your outcome, evidence that you could demonstrate that you’ve learned
something. So that’s a very difficult thing to measure when you’re not in something like a craft field. Like
carpentry? Very easy outcome based. You know how to build a house or you can’t build a house.
[Chuckling] So that’s because it’s very clearly defined. But when you get into intellectual work, how do
you define this requirement in terms of outcomes? And how are students going to meet those outcomes?
And how do you prove them? So already in terms of the learning requirements you have this tension
between having a totally experimental scholarship of teaching and learning that’s taking place, with a need
to categorize in very minute ways how you prove that you’ve met that when in fact the scholarship you are
doing is very broad and complicated and complex? But to show that, the outcome has to get reduced into:

“Okay, how in this six ways do you demonstrate your knowledge and skills?”” So in terms of defining these
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General Education requirements, the University Learning Outcomes, they immediately had this tension
because in terms of defining, it is very bureaucratic, actually. Then you have this very expansive, complex
learning that’s taking place. So how do you define that? So I was on the initial committee for them [ULRs].
I was Chair for History and I was Chair of the whole University Learning Requirements for years. That’s
the one thing I wish I had never been a part of. I wish I never, ever spent any bit of my time [on that]. In
terms of what I regret, looking back on it, it was working on those requirements. Because of that tension. It
became more and more and more bureaucratized. We had to have learning requirements. Okay, “What are
the outcomes?” And those had to be regimented. Then how do you have courses that can demonstrate that
they’re meeting them [the outcomes]. Again you have faculty trying to do all these really interesting things.
And then all of a sudden you have to say, “Okay, how do I then take this complex research you’re doing in
terms of say Sites and Citizens, finding the identity of these people? You’re researching it and you’re
getting identities in a museum. Well, how do you take that and say, “Okay, this shows how I’ve met these
five things on this piece of paper.” I’ve met it. So the University Learning Requirements then are
becoming more and more bureaucratized, out of necessity, because that’s by definition what they are. Also
then, in terms of the work I was doing, is that students are entering this University. It’s a foreign language.
Learning requirements, what are these? And everybody is making up different things. One person says one
thing. One person says another thing. That’s why we had to keep bureaucratizing it, right? Because
everybody was doing something different. The students were going crazy. They have no idea what’s going
on because everyone is telling them different things. So they are coming to me a lot, because I’'m the Chair
of this, very upset. On the other hand the faculty are very upset because we’re trying to reduce what they’re
doing into outcomes, right? The students want them to be reduced because they have no idea what they’re
doing. So the whole thing was very stressful. Plus, none of the community colleges were sending us
students because they had no idea what we were doing. Because we weren’t calling it General Education. I

have to say, this is probably just sounding so crazy. We’re calling these University Learning Requirements.
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452 They really were just the same thing, really just had to be put into a language that everybody could calm
453  down and understand which was a lot what it was about. But also I think along the way, things got

454  increasingly stifled. I do!

455  [54:30] Benmayor: The creativity got stifled?

456 O'Leary: Yeah, I think so. I really do. It had to happen. You’re a university. You have to have
457  requirements. And you have to have students that can prove that they’ve met them. I think what were very
458  experimental outcomes, which I think is fantastic, rather than A, B, C, D, F, to really show a body of

459  evidence, that you could do something, it had to become reductive. So in that way I think there was that
460  tension and things got lost. Now I don't know quite what the state of things are. Hopefully maybe

461  something remained that’s still progressive about it. I’'m not sure. I don't know if you have any other

462  questions about the learning requirements.

463 Benmayor: Well, the last, really the last area was about what accomplishments, disappointments

464  and legacies, basically. So I think we've sort of covered those things.

465 O'Leary: Yeah.
466 Benmayor: But is there anything else that you think that you’d like to add? [
467 O'Leary: Okay. From the time I retired and then I taught for five more years -- you have the

468  situation in the CSU where you can teach one semester and then you have the other semester off; it’s a way
469  to phase into full retirement --, what I did during those last five years is [ was also a senior advisor to the
470  director of the New Smithsonian National Museum of African American History and Culture, that opened
471 in 2016. Lonnie Bunche was who I was working with when I was first hired at CSU Monterey Bay. As I
472 left my work with him, he was the head of Museum Exhibitions at the National Museum of American

473 History. So I felt like there were these two very nice bookends is beginning at the Smithsonian and ending
474  with the National Museum of African American History and Culture. Within those bookends is the

475  beginning of our University and my retirement from it. And so much of what I tried to do in the University
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was part of building this new institution, I was also part of the new Smithsonian. Bringing to life not only
what takes place inside of an institution, both at African American History and Culture and at our
University, we both were trying to do that in terms of creating an institution and then feeling a
responsibility outside of our institution to the communities that we were a part of, and trying to create
reciprocal relationships and where learning is both accessible inside of where we are, whether it’s a
University or the Smithsonian, but then also taking that out so people don’t have to just come to us. Making
those kinds of partnerships. So for me I think it really was for 20 years being a part of building something,
making it be based in multiculturalism, having it be as cutting edge as possible and whether it’s a museum
exhibit or technology in the University, and really trying to be true and to face things. Not to like even out
the rough edges of what it means to be multicultural, but be willing to take stands. And if you are attacked
to really be able to stand up and say, “No, this is why we’re doing this, and this is the scholarship and the
vision and the heart and soul behind why we’re doing what we’re doing.” So I do feel like that’s what my
years at the University were.

[58:46 | Benmayor: So do you think that the University prepared you for this later stage?

O'Leary: Yeah. I really do because I came in with an even greater understanding, I think, of how
to reach people. Particularly of how to reach different audiences, from having so many different kinds of
students. We had an incredible mix of students, in those early years. Particularly, we had a lot of students
from the surrounding communities, kids from farm worker families, along with students who were middle
class maybe from L.A. -- different kinds of students. They all were in our classrooms and full of energy
and learning. I think that made a difference when we’d sit down and talk about, “Okay, if we have an
exhibit, how is it going to reach this kind of person or that kind of person?” So that was a direct input, I
think, in terms of what I was able to bring from the University to the new African American History and

Culture Museum.
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Benmayor: And just out of curiosity what was your position at the Museum? I mean what was your
job description?

O'Leary: [ was a Senior Advisor to the Director, Lonnie Bunche.

Benmayor: Which meant what?

O'Leary: Oh, well, okay. It was a little bit like our University in that looking at all eleven of the
exhibitions. I was tasked with reviewing over five years, all of the different eleven exhibitions. That meant
from curators writing their initial scripts, to being in meetings with the designers of what the exhibitions
would be, to the architects, through all the different layers of rewriting. Rewriting what stories would be
told. To seeing what artifacts were going to be used or not used, and what their stories were. I wasn’t a
curator myself but to look to see what did I think and to give my feedback on them.

Benmayor: Wow, very interesting.

O'Leary: Exciting stuff, yeah.

Benmayor: Yes, yes, yes. Okay, well I probably could ask you other questions but I know it’s been
more than an hour. You must be exhausted. But okay, so what made you decide to retire?

[01:01:18] O'Leary: And then I want to show you one last thing and I don't know if you’re going to be
able to see it or not. Oh, I’ll show it first. I don't know if you can see this. I don't know if you have it.

Benmayor: O#h, yes, of course! Yes! A photograph of the early HCOM faculty. One, two, three,
four, five, six, seven of us. My goodness. [Laughter]

O'Leary: Spring 1997. [Laughs]

Benmayor: Yeah!

O'Leary: The reason I retired was I wanted to be young enough -- I retired when I was 65--, that
I could still go on and recreate myself. So that’s why I worked at the National Museum of African
American History and Culture. [ wanted to still be able to go on and do that. And I just was ready. I just

was too tired. I couldn’t keep doing the University any longer.
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Benmayor: Yeah. Well, it did burn a lot of us out, yes, indeed. Yeah. The body told you it was time.
[Chuckles]

O'Leary: Yeah. The body told me it’s time. Luckily. When you asked me what was I able to
take from the University, | was able to take that. To be able to go on and create new lives. Retirement just
means that you’re moving from one thing to the next. And luckily I was able to continue teaching one
semester a year for five years, with online courses.

Benmayor: Oh. Yeah, you were one of the first who jumped into online courses.

O'Leary: Yeah. Yeah.

[01:02:57] Benmayor: What attracted you to that? Was it just the technology part of it?

O'Leary: A lot was the technology because it was that there are so many archives that are online
that in fact students are already working online. It was really fun making up these assignments where
students are going and having to analyze the. . . [audio freeze] of Congress and look at the actual
Constitution online.

Benmayor: Yeah, that’s great. Well, you were definitely a pioneer in online teaching, that’s for
sure.

O'Leary: Well, you know, Troy Challenger, who helped us all, he was the Head of Faculty
Development Technology, there would be none of this without Troy Challenger. He did give me feedback.
He said that if I took my course and I gave it another title it could be on of these big mega courses that are
online. So I’'m sorry, actually, that the University wasn’t interested in doing that. That would have been
really fun.

Benmayor: Um hmm. Well, there are a lot of things that the University could have done. [Laughs]
But that’s not part of the interview. So anyway, Cecilia, thank you so much. [ want to really appreciate

your reminiscences and I hope that thinking back on these things has been joyful rather than painful.
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O'Leary: It has been joyful, Rina. And thank you so much for making this project possible. I
think it’s just incredible. You’re going to have this whole project put together by next year?

Benmayor: Well, we’re supposed to do a number of interviews by September of this year. We're
having them transcribed, and they re going to be archived both in the transcription form and the videos or
audios. The Library website has a Digital Commons area, so they will be put into the Digital Commons,
like every university that has interviews with retiring faculty, and that sort of thing.

O'Leary: Great!

Benmayor: So these will be the first ones. I don't know if they want to continue because it’s been a
struggle. I don't know if there will be longevity with this. But at least we wanted to get the early years
down before people really disappear. [Laughter] So that was the impetus. Were selecting. We can’t do
absolutely everybody. But [Zoom] the technological [videoconferencing] platform really enables us to do a
lot of these interviews that normally we would do face to face. So it’s really great in that regard.

O'Leary: Right.

Benmayor: Anyhow, I'm going to stop the recording but stay online, okay?

O'Leary: Okay.

Benmayor: [’'m going to stop the recording.

(END OF RECORDING)
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