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No dorks allowed
When the Frontier Physics road show
hits town, with its marshmallows dipped in
nitrogen and exploding hydrogen balloons, you
immediately know who the scientists are.

They’re the ones in the Hawaiian shirts.
“We’re out to break the stereotype of 

scientists being dorky guys with white lab coats,
goggles, and gloves,” says Patrick Burnett,
Northern Illinois Physics Outreach Program
coordinator. “We want to show kids that 
scientists are cool and they’re not just men.”

The program is an effort by the NIU Department of Physics to spark a lifelong 
science interest in school-aged children in DeKalb, Kane, and Winnebago counties.
The program includes a web site, a science equipment repair program, and the 
traveling Frontier Physics Road show.

Levitating magnets, liquid nitrogen-dipped carnations (they shatter!), and balloons
filled with hydrogen and then set on fire (makes a “pretty impressive fireball,” says
Burnett) are all part of the show.

The fireball finale causes some teachers to “jump out of their seats,” explains
Burnett. The intent, of course, is not to scare teachers but to help them. Frontier
Physics has visited a dozen schools and dozens more are scheduled.

Real math 
is real life
Remember when algebra and
geometry lessons left you wonder-
ing, “How does this relate to life”?
Those days are disappearing in DeKalb
schools.

Third graders are using math to
solve “quality control problems” for the
fictional Sweet Tooth Candy Company.
Fourth graders are learning geometric
and algebraic concepts by arranging tri-
angle-shaped chairs and hexagonal
tables at the make-believe Planet
Mercury Cafe.

Those are but a few examples from
Measuring Up, a program that is help-
ing DeKalb elementary and middle
school teachers and their students bet-
ter relate math concepts to the real
world. Run by NIU in a partnership
with the DeKalb public schools, the
program over the past six years has
assisted about 100 DeKalb teachers in
developing real-world problem-solving
experiences for students.

“The main goal of our project is to
help develop learners who experience
mathematics as relevant, meaningful,
and enjoyable,” says Helen Khoury,
mathematical sciences professor.

Keeping the game close
In a new study that would seem to confirm the 
suspicions of every college basketball fan who ever griped 
over officiating, an NIU researcher is whistling a foul on the referees.

Anthropology professor Kendall Thu says his study detects an unusual foul-call
pattern in NCAA Division I officiating. However, it isn’t the screaming of home-court
fans that influences referees, but rather the presence of a national television spotlight.

“Referees tend to keep nationally televised games close by calling a significantly
higher number of fouls against teams that are ahead in the score,” says Thu. “This
results in more competitive games that maintain an edge of suspense for viewers.” In

the games televised on national networks and analyzed by Thu, referees
called 58 percent of the fouls against the leading team (excluding

calls during the last two minutes of each half and tie-game
situations).

The study suggests that the evolution of college athletics
into big business might alter the way in which rules are
enforced. “The rules of fair play may actually be the rules

of keeping the game close in order to create a product for
spectatorship in a very commercialized setting,” Thu says.
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On the 
right track
It all started innocently
enough: engineering
professor Vincent McGinn wanted to set up a small model train track in his office.
His classic Lionel O-gauge train needed a new relay in the coal tender car, so he con-
tacted Lionel for a replacement. When he was told that no one manufactures electro-
mechanical replacement relays anymore, he didn’t give up. Instead, he set forth, with
his graduate assistant Brian Hall, to build a solid-state replacement. What began as an
individual seeking a train in his office has turned into a student learning project and a
grant for the Department of Electrical Engineering.

“The boards we designed do more than replace the relay,” McGinn says. “We’ve created a system that allows us to control two trains
on the same track. This design is totally new and was previously unavailable,” he says. The boards are designed to fit perfectly into clas-
sic trains, eliminating the need to replace an entire system when one component goes bad.

Independently controlling two trains on the same track adds to the appeal of the boards, “because,” explains McGinn, “the goal of
model train enthusiasts is to replicate as closely as possible, on a small scale, the way real trains and tracks operate.”

The Train Station, a Lionel distributor, provided equipment to Northern to test; the NIU Foundation provided matching funds for
research and development; and this fall electrical engineering students will begin building relays for testing in model trains nationwide.
Says McGinn: “Ideally, every new Lionel train will incorporate technology that was researched, tested, and perfected at NIU.”

Breaking racial barriers
It’s not often that college students from different backgrounds
come together at a scenic outdoor retreat to spend a weekend talking about
what can sometimes separate them most—their race.

NIU set out to change that with the Dialogue on Race program, joining 40 stu-
dents of different backgrounds to explore sensitive issues of racial intolerance and apa-
thy. The group, composed of an equal representation of races, including many biracial
students, meets annually at the Lorado Taft Field Campus in Oregon, Illinois.

“It’s amazing the kind of feedback we get after students return from the pro-
gram,” says Counseling and Student Development Center psychologist Barb Fouts,
coordinator of the program. “Race is hard to talk about. This is something new and
exciting to get students to start talking about their race and ethnicity.”

Murder, 
he researched
Stephen Kern’s research is,
quite literally, murder.

For the past 10 years, the veteran
history professor has combed through
some of the past two centuries’ most
celebrated murder novels—ranging from
Oliver Twist to The Silence of the Lambs.
Along the way, he is assembling a histo-
ry of the concept of causality, examining
how scientists explain the act of murder
and how novelists dramatize it.

“The way writers answer the ‘why-
dunit’ changes in relation to culture,”
Kern says. “Through literature, I’m able
to track a major shift in the way
thinkers rendered the motives and
explanations for human behavior.”

Impressed with the project, the John
Simon Guggenheim Memorial
Foundation has awarded Kern its presti-
gious Guggenheim Fellowship. The year-
long fellowship will allow the historian to
complete his forthcoming book: A
Cultural History of Causality: Science,
Murder Novels, and Philosophy Since 1830.
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NIU Earns High Marks, 
Approval from Teacher-Education
Accreditation Council

Years of preparation and planning
paid off for leaders of Northern’s
teacher certification programs,

which passed National Council for
Accreditation of Teacher Education and
Illinois State Board of Education review
with flying colors this fall.

A team of nine reviewers from NCATE
and ISBE spent five days on campus in
October, learning more about NIU’s 
programs and watching some in action.

NIU’s official letter of approval arrived
this spring.

NCATE’s “rigorous but fair” review,
performed every five years, is a voluntary
process that affirms NIU’s programs and
elevates the university’s stature. NIU’s
teacher certification programs cross four of
NIU’s seven colleges: Education, Health
and Human Sciences, Liberal Arts and
Sciences, and Visual and Performing Arts.

“We scored an A-plus. We raised the
bar for other Illinois institutions,” says
Margaret Bridge, university coordinator of
teacher certification. “NCATE accredita-
tion puts NIU on the map as an institu-
tion with programs that have met state
and national standards. Fewer than half of
Illinois institutions subject their programs
to that NCATE review.”

Co-op Lands State’s Largest Grant

For the third consecutive year, the
NIU Cooperative Education/
Internship Program has been

awarded the largest Cooperative Work
Study Grant in the state of Illinois. The
Illinois Board of  Higher Education
approved a sum of $126,200 for the pro-
gram in fiscal year 2002.

“This grant will help create paid
internships for students whose majors tra-
ditionally limit them to volunteer-only
positions. Many of the positions are with
not-for-profit organizations in the human
or social service fields and will provide
excellent experiential learning opportuni-
ties for students in the Colleges of Liberal
Arts and Sciences, Health and Human
Sciences, and Education,” says Daniel
Bingley, co-op coordinator and grant
writer/administrator.

Presidential Teaching and
Research Professorships
Awarded

2002 Presidential Teaching Professors

Carole Minor
Department of Counseling, Adult and 
Health Education

Rhonda Robinson
Department of Educational Research,
Technology and Assessment

Jule Scarborough
Department of Technology

2002 Presidential Research Professors

J. Michael Parrish
Department of Biological Sciences

Rangaswamy “Nathan” Maganathan
Department of Biological Sciences

Frederick Bloom
Department of Mathematical Sciences

NIU Professor Part of Research
Team Publishing on Draft
Sequence of the Rice Genome

Professor Long Mao is among the
members of a team of researchers
who describe the draft sequence of

the rice genome in the April 5 issue of the
prestigious journal Science.

Cracking virtually the entire genetic
code of rice, one of the world’s most
important crops and a potential genetic
blueprint for other cereal crop plants, is
considered a benchmark accomplishment
in agricultural sciences that could lead to
enhanced food crops.

“This is the first complete sequence of
the rice genome and the first crop genome
to be described in publication,” Mao says.
“The genetic map for rice will hopefully
lead to the development of more nutri-
tious rice, higher yields, more economical
means of production, and crops that are
resistant to disease and more tolerant to
harsh growing conditions.”

“Rice is a model for cereal crops,” Mao
explains. “The genetic map for rice pro-
vides us with a critical resource that allows
us to better understand the genetic make-
up of other crops.”

Long Mao
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CampusViewCampusView
The facilities at the NIU Convocation Center appeal to
athletes, performers, and spectators alike. They also
address a universal interest on campus: parking.

This fall, students who live in the residence halls and wish to
bring their cars to campus have an affordable alternative to
the classic orange parking permits. A stylish green, the new
class of permit allows students to park their
cars in a portion of the Convocation Center’s
lot. The new passes will sell for $25, compared
to the $60 price tag for the residence hall lots.
Those orange permits will be a little harder to
come by as well, as Parking Services for the
first time will only sell as many permits as
there are available spaces–currently enough
for 2,400 student cars.

Biologist Wins $4.1 Million for
Epilepsy Research

Biological Sciences professor Anne
T. Berg has received a $4.1 million
grant over five years from the

National Institutes of Health for her
groundbreaking epilepsy research.

The NIH Institute for Neurological
Disorders and Stroke awarded NIU with
$797,000 in support of Berg’s ongoing long-
term study of epilepsy. The federal agency is
recommending another $3.3 million in con-
tinued funding for the project through 2006.

“This project is unique in its duration,
scope, and detail,” Berg said. “We believe
this study will provide essential informa-
tion that can be used to improve the treat-
ment and management of epilepsy.”

Berg leads a large team of scientists
from Yale University and the Connecticut
Children’s Medical Center in Hartford.
Nader Ebrahimi, an NIU professor in
mathematical sciences, is also a collabora-
tor on the project. Since 1993, the
researchers have been monitoring the
progress of more than 600 children with
epilepsy throughout Connecticut. NIH
has funded the project since its inception.

Take pen in hand and...
tell us what you think of the new Northern Now!
Send your comments to:

Northern Now
Northern Illinois University
DeKalb, Illinois 60115
NorthernNow@niu.edu

Send class notes to:

NIU Alumni Association
Northern Illinois University
DeKalb, Illinois 60115
alums@niu.edu 

Alumni Directory Goes On-Line
In response to requests from alumni, the NIU Alumni Association will soon be making its alumni 
directory available on-line. The directory will be accessible on the Internet at www.myniu.com
and will provide NIU alumni a way to locate friends and former classmates.

Only NIU alumni will have access to the directory. Users will be required to register with a 
personal identification number before being given access to any information in the directory–including 
their own information. Alumni who register will also be able to update their records on-line.

Information provided will include: name, college, class year, home address, business address, and 
telephone numbers. If you do not wish to have information published in the directory, please fill out 
the attached form and return it to the Alumni Association.

The directory will be available on-line by the end of July 2002.

________________________________________________________________
Name

_______________________________________________________________
Address (Street, Apartment, City, State, Zip Code)

_______________________________________________________________
Telephone Number                                           E-Mail Address

_______________________________________________________________
College & Year of Graduation

I do NOT wish the following information to be included in the NIU Alumni Directory:

___ Home Address ___ Home Telephone Number ___ Date of Graduation
___ Business Address ___ Business Telephone Number ___ College Graduated From

Signature ______________________________________

Date __________________________________________

Return form to NIU Alumni Association, Northern Illinois University, DeKalb, Illinois 60115.
You may also reply by e-mail at alums@niu.edu or by telephone at (815) 753-1452.

02-7+22-33nnow  7/15/02  5:44 PM  Page 7



been too busy with his acting career to
really invest in his writing 
career. That side is waiting in line.”

‘A Young Peter
Sellers’
During the late 1970s and early 1980s,
NIU’s theater department produced a
number of top performers. In addition to
Barker and Castellaneta, the talent pool
included three-time Academy Award
nominee Joan Allen, ’89; Ed. E. Bell, ’78,
a regular on Married With Children;
Mindy Bell, ’78, a correspondent for Wild
Chicago; and Kevin Doyle, ’79, a veteran
Chicago stage actor.

Doyle and Castellaneta shared a dorm
room in Grant Towers South, both went
on to Chicago’s famed Second City, and
each served as the other’s best man. Doyle
described his friend as a highly versatile
and disciplined actor, as comfortable and
commanding in a Shakespearean drama 
as he is on The
Simpsons. And in his
personal life, Doyle
said, Castellaneta is a
“a straight-arrow guy.”

Indeed, in many
ways, the voice actor is
the antithesis of his
most famous charac-
ter. Unlike Homer,
Castellaneta is thin,
lives in Los Angeles,
doesn’t drink Duff or
any other beer, and
leads a healthy

He also liked the camaraderie of work-
ing with fellow student actors. Jeff Barker,
M.A. ’81, who today is an accomplished
playwright and chair of the theater
department at Northwestern College in
Iowa, first met Castellaneta in a playwrit-
ing class at NIU. “It was pretty clear that
Dan was one of the best, if not the best,
writers in the class,” Barker says.

Castellaneta also impressed Barker with
his classical acting abilities. Later, when
Barker began to assemble an improvisa-
tional show for NIU’s Players Theatre,
Castellaneta walked in for an audition. “I
thought, this guy . . . is going to fall on his
face with improvisation,” Barker says. But
it was Barker who was floored.

Recalling rehearsals, Barker says, “Dan
was churning out material faster than we
could make it work. He’s so creative. I
remember once, as we were talking about
what improvisational games we would
play for the audience, Dan said, ‘Well, let’s
play the television game—we just ask peo-
ple to name their favorite TV shows and
we act them out.’ I said, ‘We can’t do
that.’ He said, ‘Name a show.’ He had the
entire late 1960s and 70s television reper-
toire at his disposal.

“He’s a thoughtful, intelligent person
one moment—and a live cartoon show the
next,” Barker adds. “He’s talented enough
to be a leading man type—it’s just he’s so
good playing unusual characters that he
seems to have slid off in that direction.”
Barker, who shortly after departing NIU
mounted a play written by Castellaneta, A
Purple Dawn, wouldn’t be surprised to see
his friend’s writing talents flourish. “Dan’s
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Off the cuff with Castellaneta
WHERE DID YOU LIVE ON CAMPUS?
“Grant Towers South. Then Neptune for a bit.
When I was student teaching I lived at home,
then came back and lived in an apartment.”

WHAT DID YOU ENJOY MOST ABOUT NIU?
“The theater department.”

FAVORITE EPISODES OF THE SIMPSONS?
Lisa convinces Bart and Homer they have leprosy
(“Little Big Mom”)…Lisa falls in love with her
teacher (“Lisa’s Substitute,” with Dustin Hoffman).

ON GUEST STARS:
“Some of them you don’t work with, some you do.
I got to meet The Who and U2 and (legendary
comic book scribe) Stan Lee. A lot of people who
do the show are huge fans. Some of them aren’t,
but their kids are.”

MORE ON GUEST STARS:
“Another guest star I love is Jon Lovitz…One
time he was goofing off and the guy directing it
said, ‘OK, Jon, stop goofing off.’ And Jon said, 
‘But that’s my job.’ ”

ON VOICE-OVER CELEBRITY:
“At first it was kind of frustrating. I’m on this big
hit show internationally but couldn’t get offered
choice movie roles. At the same time, I haven’t
been typecast because I’m not that character. I
don’t look or sound like (Homer), so I’m allowed
to play other roles.”

CAN YOU CLUE US IN ON ANY SURPRISES IN
STORE FOR THE 14TH SEASON?
“Marge starts weight lifting and then taking
steroids, which turns her into an angry bully who
terrorizes her family. In another episode Homer
discovers he knows very little about Lisa and
hires a private detective to follow her.”

Dan Castellaneta, kicking back at his
off-campus house during his senior
year at NIU, and on stage with buddy
Kevin Doyle in the play East Lynne at
the O’Connell Theatre. Photo courtesy
of Kevin Doyle

Kevin Doyle (second from left) and Dan Castellaneta
(fourth from left) met up with other Second City alums
while all were working in Hollywood during the late 1980s.
Photo courtesy of Kevin Doyle
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The World
According to

“To alcohol! The cause of—and solution to—
all of life’s problems!”

“Lisa, if you don’t like your job you don’t
strike. You just go in every day and do it
really half-assed. That’s the American way.”

“Television—teacher, mother, secret lover.”

“I saw this in a movie about a bus that 
had to speed around the city, keeping its
speed over fifty. And if its speed dropped,
the bus would explode. I think it was
called, ‘The Bus That Couldn’t Slow Down.’ ”

“Marge, it takes two to lie. One to lie 
and one to listen.”

“Mmmm…64 slices of American cheese.” 

“Lisa, if the Bible has taught us nothing
else—and it hasn’t—it’s that girls should
stick to girls’ sports, such as hot oil
wrestling and foxy boxing and such 
and such.”

“Step aside everyone! Sensitive love 
letters are my specialty. ‘Dear Baby,
Welcome to Dumpsville. Population: you.’ ”

“You couldn’t fool your mother on the
foolingest day of your life if you had an
electrified fooling machine.”

“Maybe, just once, someone will call 
me ‘sir’ without adding, ‘you’re making a 
scene.’ ”

“Be quiet, brain, or I’ll stab you with 
a Q-tip.”

“Mmmm, soylent green.”

Castellaneta said the voices of Homer
and Uncle Balloon Head are first cousins.
“It was my take on that, (but) it wasn’t a
conscious decision because I have all these
voices I do,” he says.

Adds Doyle, “He always gives me a lit-
tle credit for the voice [of Homer]. Maybe
when it started, it sounded a little like
Uncle Balloon Head, but his voice is more
distinctive. He gets the rest of it from his
dad and Walter Matthau.”

According to Doyle, the voice that
would become Homer was first heard on a
stage at NIU’s O’Connell Theatre. It was a
production of the play East Lynne.
“We were standing off in the wings and
there was a crowd scene where people were
supposed to yell, ‘Ah, get him,’ ” Doyle said.
“Danny starts yelling from the top of his
lungs, ‘Cranium! Cranium!’ And we all start
yelling at the top of our lungs, ‘Cranium!’ I
think that’s the genesis of Homer.”

Says Castellaneta, “The germ of
Homer’s voice was certainly there, most
definitely.” The director of the East Lynne
production wasn’t exactly thrilled with the
improvisation, but NIU faculty were quick
to spot the talent they had in their midst.

“His versatility as a performer was cer-
tainly well known,” says Alexander
Adducci, retired chair of the NIU School
of Theatre and Dance. Adducci remem-
bers a creative and focused student with a
sharp, self-effacing wit. In addition to
Castellaneta’s acting, his art skills lent
themselves to production designs. Around
the theater department, he was often
sketching cartoon figures and caricatures,
including one of himself that he presented
to Adducci.

“Dan is a remarkable talent and I think
he developed that pretty much in our pro-
gram,” adds Richard Arnold, a retired
professor of theater. Arnold recalls that in
the late 1970s, NIU was staging 15 pro-
ductions a year, and many of the students
upon graduation moved to Chicago,
where the theater scene was blossoming.

lifestyle. He’s been known to practice tai
chi and for a while was strictly a vegetarian.

“He’s probably been drunk three times
in his life, and I’ve gotten him drunk each
of those times,” Doyle says.

Doyle, who has a short but memorable
scene as a police recruit in
the 1987 film, The
Untouchables, scaled back
on his acting in recent
years and became a real-life
Chicago cop. Patrolling the

18th District, which includes the Cabrini-
Green housing project, his life seems
removed from Castellaneta’s. But the two
are still close friends.

“When I first met Danny, he reminded
me of a young Peter Sellers,” Doyle says.
“I’d have to say of all the actors I’ve known,
he is truly the most multi-talented.”
Those talents often were highlighted on
the Ron Petke and His Dead Uncle Show,
an hour-long radio broadcast in the late
1970s that reached an estimated two dor-
mitories at NIU. “It was definitely a place
Dan could use his talents,” recalls Bell, of
Married With Children fame. “He had a
great ear for voices. Even then, he was a
really brilliant improv guy. You just tell
him go and he goes.”

Dead Uncle would provide an impor-
tant training ground for Castellaneta. “We
did parodies and sketches,” Castellaneta
says. “We would double up on (characters),
so you learned to switch between voices. I
got my feet wet doing voiceover. The show
was just barely audible, but we didn’t care.
It was the fact that we got a chance to do
it and write our own material.”

The birth of Homer 
The college buddies often developed char-
acters and voices back at the residence
hall, where they took a liking to the word
cranium. They felt it was inherently funny.
Meanwhile, Doyle developed a voice he
called Uncle Balloon Head. It was based
on The Blob character from the Chicago-
based kids’ program, The B.J. & Dirty
Dragon Show.

Homer



This past spring, Dan Castellaneta and his wife,

artist/actress Deb Lacusta, released the comedy CD

I Am Not Homer, featuring their sketch comedy 

routines as well as a song from Homer J. Simpson

and friends. The CD can be purchased in stores

and online at www.oglio.com or by calling 

1-800-COOL CDS.

The rise of 
The Simpsons
Friends knew that after college,
Castellaneta was destined for Second City,
and he joined the legendary comedy and
improvisational troupe in 1983. At Second
City, he met his wife, artist/actress Deb
Lacusta, in a players’ workshop. Four years
later, shortly after they were married, he
left Second City to become a writer and
performer on Fox’s The Tracey Ullman
Show, which featured a recurring cartoon
skit known as The Simpsons. The cartoon
spun off into its own series in 1989, and
the rest is TV history.

Now a two-time Emmy winner,
Castellaneta says he continues to have
fun. “We’re there once a week to record
the basic show, although we also come in
and loop lines. So we’re not sick of each
other because we rarely see each other,
and the scripts are so good. We’re all such
fans of the show.”

The cartoon sitcom continues to poke
fun at all aspects of American culture,
from corporate greed to suburbanites’
penchant for gas-guzzling SUVs. In one
episode this past spring, Homer, after
being attacked by crows, recuperates with
the aid of medicinal marijuana. “I just had
to do a lot of laughing,” Castellaneta says.
He and his wife Deb also have written
two episodes of the sitcom, including
“Gump Roast,” which aired this past sea-
son and cast Homer as Forrest Gump.

Aside from its mainstay characters, the
show boasts a lineup of guest stars that
reads like a who’s who of the rich and
famous. The list includes Dustin

Hoffman, Meryl Streep, Helen Hunt,
Elizabeth Taylor, John Updike, Jon
Lovitz, Kim Basinger, Kelsey Grammer,
Mel Gibson, Stephen Hawking, and the
late Phil Hartman. On the rock and pop
side, Michael Jackson, Paul McCartney,
James Brown, U2, R.E.M., The Who,
Aerosmith, and the Smashing Pumpkins
have all done The Simpsons.

Homer is as well known as many of
the guest stars. Yet fans don’t mob
Castellaneta on the street. In addition to
numerous voiceover roles outside of The
Simpsons, he often pops up on prime time
TV and starred alongside Nathan Lane in
Showtime’s Laughter on the 23rd Floor.
But the ‘hey, that’s him’ role has eluded
Castellaneta, which is just fine with him.
He has the best of both worlds—celebrity
and anonymity.

Fans “don’t recognize me as Homer
Simpson, maybe from The Tracey Ullman
Show or a movie,” he says. “The advantage
is I can walk around and do what I want.
The disadvantage is I have to hustle up.
I’m well known enough to get auditions,
but I still have to audition. I’m basically

like a working character actor. By the same
token, I don’t have to do things I don’t
care for. The Simpsons provides enough
income for me to be picky and choosy.”

It was reported last year that 20th
Century Fox Television gave Castellaneta
and other Simpsons cast members a bump
in pay to $100,000 per episode, plus a $1
million bonus that was part of a previous
contract. Castellaneta also received a
development deal for a future series.

Since getting the raise, he has visited
the Chicago area with his one-man stage
show, Where Did Vincent van Gogh? He
also hopes to mount an interactive play.
And this past spring, he and Deb released
I Am Not Homer, a comedy CD. As the
title suggests, the original material is
unrelated to the animated sitcom—with
one exception. On the final track,
Castellaneta sings in the voices of all of
his characters from The Simpsons.

While branching off in new directions,
the actor’s not ready to say so long to his
donut-eating, beer-swilling alter ego. “Even
if the show goes off the air,” Castellaneta
says, “there probably will be movies.” �
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Castellaneta 
on Film
In addition to his numerous television 
credits, Dan Castellaneta has appeared in:

Rugrats in Paris

My Giant

Family Bloom

Forget Paris

The Client

Say Anything

K-9

Nothing in Common

War of the Roses
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In a cinderblock stable somewhere in Cicero, Illinois, thoroughbred race-
horses are getting their morning exercise. They walk single file around a
hollow square of a track, led at a brisk pace by “hot walkers,” or trainers’

assistants. Horse stalls line the outside and inside edges of the track, and a
few horses nibble quietly on hay or nose eagerly for treats in the brisk air.
A barn cat pads by on its way to breakfast. It’s a surprisingly bucolic scene
for a place minutes away from Midway airport.

A Racing Heart

by Kirsten Ruby, M.A. ’96



The routine starts at 6 a.m., and that’s when Janice Ely,
’80, M.S. ’82, arrives at her racing stable at Hawthorne
Race Course to start her day. “Some guys get here at

4:30 or 5,” she says, “but they’re a little nuts.” Ely is the owner of
Ely Racing Stable, and by all accounts she was destined for her
career as a thoroughbred trainer. Seven days a week, year-round,
Ely spends time with the animals in her care. While a couple of
the dozen thoroughbreds belong to her, most are owned by oth-
ers and entrusted to Ely to house, feed, exercise, groom, and pre-
pare for their most important job: winning races.

Jan Ely’s first job, at age 8, was washing water buckets and
feed tubs, and she loved it. In fourth grade, she and her sisters
would walk with their grandfather (a jockey and trainer himself )
every morning to feed the racehorses near Hawthorne. By sev-
enth grade she was walking horses herself, and by the time she
had spent a high school Christmas vacation in Louisville,
Kentucky, so she could pet Triple Crown winner Citation, she
knew she was hooked. A pre-vet major at Northern turned into
a biology major and a physiology master’s degree. She considered
a career in business “for about a minute,” she says. “My heart was
always in racing.”

“I loved every minute at Northern,” she says. “I was having so
much fun, I stayed for grad school.” Biological sciences professor
emeritus Arnie Hampel was one of Ely’s favorites. “He’s bril-
liant. I always thought that he would win the Nobel Prize some-
day,” she says. “He was
teaching complicated
stuff, but he had a way 
of making sure everyone
understood everything.”

Alife of a thoroughbred horse sounds remarkably like that
of a pampered Hollywood star: personal physical training,
rigorous diets, and new custom-fitted shoes every month.

Horses spend their winters at Hawthorne, their summers at
Arlington Park, and Ely makes sure each horse receives some
“farm time.” The investment in training and conditioning is test-
ed once every couple of weeks when a horse is called on to race.
“Horses know when it’s a race day,” she says. Some lie down and
take a nap and some pace around nervously. “Some trainers don’t
give them anything to eat before a race, but I like to give them a
little hay. It gives them something to munch on if they’re nerv-
ous,” she says.

Ely’s attention shifts to the track a hundred yards from the
stable. The edge across from the grandstand, home of skyboxes,
fans, and parimutuel wagering, is under the purview of the 
trainers and their staff. There are no comfortable seats, just a 
few sets of steps to raise a viewer above the eight-foot fence that
surrounds the dirt track. Here the horses are put through their
workouts—timed, as it happens, by Ely’s sister Barb Poprawski,
who is Hawthorne’s official workout timer. Three small horses
trot by, shoulder to shoulder. “There go the babies,” Ely says,
referring to the 2-year-old animals just learning the track.
“Horses are pack animals–training them with their buddies
keeps them happy.” The riders during the workouts have the
horses practice walking through the starting gate, then trotting,

then breaking. “They’re
not born knowing how
to break from the gate,
close, and win a race,”
she says. “That’s what a
trainer’s for.”

Last season brought Ely some deserved recognition
as she claimed the first training triple of the season
at Sportsman’s Park: three horses in her stable won
races on the same day.
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In between watching workouts on the track, Ely’s back in the
stable she shares with her sister Patti Miller, also a trainer. Horses
walk by the door of her tiny office in a constant stream. A small
pot of coffee, always on, sits in a corner, and the walls are covered
with coat pegs made from horseshoes. Ely scours through the
condition book–the list of every race possible during the
season–and selects the best horse for the best race. On her cell
phone, with the stable cat, Tony, resting in her lap, Ely discusses
upcoming races with owners, schedules vet and blacksmith visits,
negotiates with jockeys’ agents, and consults with other trainers.
Her help, the groomers and hot walkers passing by her doorway,
follow her and the horses to Arlington Park in Arlington
Heights in the summer. The rhythm to each day and each season
is unmistakable and is one of the reasons Ely loves her job.

While her stable of about a dozen horses comes nowhere
near the size of those belonging to trainers who run 
a horse every race, Ely’s reputation is solid. Jim

O’Donnell, sports writer for the Chicago Sun-Times, calls Ely “one
of the more underrated trainers on the Chicago circuit.” Last 
season brought Ely some deserved recognition as she claimed the
first training triple of the season at Sportsman’s Park: three horses
in her stable won races on the same day. One of the
winners, Lively Minister, is one of Ely’s more pleas-
ant surprises and is currently enjoying his “farm time”
just south of DeKalb.

Ely’s undisguised favorite in her stable, however,
is not a racehorse at all, but a horse named Kerry.
“Kerry works as a lead pony, walking next to a horse
who’s going to race. Sometimes they need company to
get to the track and back,” she says, feeding the horse
a piece of hard candy. Starlight mints have replaced
sugar cubes as the treats of choice in the barn. “Horses

have distinct personalities,” Ely says. There’s a definite mental
aspect to good runners. “Ex-racehorses make good show horses,”
she continues. “They know when they’re in the ring, on display.”

On race days, Ely supervises the conditioning in the morning
and then moves to the track for the afternoon post time. She
saddles the runner, gives instructions to the jockey, and hopes
that her horse will finish “in the money.” Up to fifth place 
finishers can claim part of the purse for each race, so even if a
horse doesn’t win, place, or show, there is still a chance that it
will earn its keep for its owner.

Ely heads to the track to view it from the press box.
Jim Miller, Hawthorne’s television analyst and publicity
director, commiserates with Ely about a recent race.

“You had about three chances to win that race,” he says. The
jockey let himself get penned in and couldn’t get out, she says.
“That’s how it is–you’ve got a thousand ways to lose a race and
only one to win,” says Ely. Poring over the pages of the day’s 
racing form, Ely explains why part of the trick of wagering is
knowing how each horse performs and part of it is just luck.
“My grandma’s method was ‘Always bet on a grey horse running
in the mud,’ ” she says, “and that always sounded good to me.” �

“That’s how it is–you’ve got a
thousand ways to lose a race
and only one to win,” says Ely.
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Hill Joins the NFL
Former NIU
flankerback Darrell
Hill has run the
emotional gamut of
being a seventh-
round NFL draft

pick of the Tennessee Titans. Happy.
Anxious. Frustrated. Motivated. Waiting
through the weekend draft can be a nerve-
wracking experience. When pick number
225 arrived and the telephone call came
from the Titans, the usually mild-man-
nered Hill joined the raucous celebration
with his family. “I felt like really scream-
ing,” Hill told the DeKalb Daily Chronicle.
“This is what I’ve been working for last
season. It’s a real good atmosphere down
there and I can’t wait to get started.” Hill
joins former teammate Justin McCareins,
a fourth-round pick for the Titans in
2001. NIU football coach Joe Novak sees
good things for Hill and McCareins: “I
think this tells that Tennessee was satisfied
with Justin. I think they liked what they
saw with his work habits. Darrell has the
same ones. I think it’s great that they will
be teammates again,” he said.

The Next Step 
in the Plan 
by Michael Korcek, ’70

Some times, the largest step is really the
initial one. For the first time since 1982,
you could put the word “champion” in the
same sentence with Northern Illinois
University football.

Mid-American Conference 2001 West
Division co-champion. Not bad, you say?
But not coach Joe Novak’s bottom-line
goal: outright MAC kingpin and post-
season bowl berth. That’s been the
Huskie objective since Novak’s hiring on
December 22, 1995; during the infamous
23-game losing streak of 1996-98; and
now in two straight 6-5 campaigns in
2000-01–the school’s first back-to-back
winning seasons dating back to 1989-90.
Achievement is great. Fulfillment of The
Plan would feel even better. Seven years
ago, Novak put a sign on the locker room
wall: “Those who stay will be champi-
ons.” It was a promise from Novak and
the coaching staff that if the players
worked and perservered through the
reconstruction period that a MAC cham-
pionship ring would eventually follow.
“We’ve made some really great strides,”
Novak said, “but we still have to take it
up a notch or two. Sharing the West
Division title is not our goal. From the

start, our goal was to beat a Western
Michigan, a Marshall, or a Toledo and
win a MAC championship. That’s what
we’re here to do.”
People in the Mid-Am recognize that the
Huskies have already upped the ante–tal-
ent-wise–with a league-leading 11 MAC
Players of the week last fall, 15 all-loop
performers in the last two seasons, plus
five first-year NIU players in the NFL
camps last summer. What about intangi-
bles such as character, heart, or never-say-
die spirit?
“We’re really proud of our kids,” Novak
said. “We had some real character checks.
I’ll say this: You can’t get out of the gate
slow or fail to finish a game. Football is a
60-minute proposition. When we play
with that type of intensity, then we’ll
reach our goal.”
So can NIU take that next step in The
Plan? Repeat as West Division kingpin,
make the Mid-Am Championship Game
against the East winner, win that, and
pack for either the Motor City Bowl or
GMAC Bowl? Novak won’t say directly.
“We have the ability. We can be as good
as we want to be. It comes down to play-
ing the game. This can be our best foot-
ball team in my years as head coach.”

August 29
Wake Forest   6:35 p.m.
Kickoff Bash/Fireworks

September 21
Western Illinois   6:35 p.m.
Business & Agriculture Night

September 28
Kent State   1:05 p.m.
Family Weekend

2002 Huskie Home Football Schedule

Season tickets start 
at only $65, call 
1-800-332-HOWL 
for information

For hospitality and 
advertising information, 
call the athletic marketing 
office at (815) 753-8045.

October 19
Central Michigan   1:05 p.m.
Homecoming/Hall of Fame

November 9
Bowling Green   1:05 p.m.

November 23
Toledo   1:05 p.m.
Convocation Center Kickoff
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Northern Calling:
Pick Up the Phone
Tom Merrion loves his on-campus job. He
works with his friends, and the job extends
into the summer, so there’s a feeling of
being at camp most of the time. But the
best part of his job is the people he talks
to. Talking to alumni is the dream job.

Merrion, a junior political science
major, is a student caller for the Huskie

Telefund, Northern’s
Annual Fund call center.
The Telefund provides
an annual opportunity
for Northern to connect
with alumni, an oppor-
tunity for alumni to
invest in Northern by
making an annual gift to
a college or department,
and allows NIU to
update its information
so that it can continue to communicate
news to alumni.

The Telefund employs 80 to 100 
students at any given time, and last year
those students raised more than

$1,112,000 in pledges for the university.
The students call Northern alumni

and parents to update them on 
current NIU news, answer ques-
tions about the university, and
encourage ongoing support of
Northern’s academic programs.
“It really is fun to talk to alum-

ni,” says Merrion. “Some of them
haven’t talked about NIU for a long

time. It’s great to hear their stories
about when they were here and what
they’re doing now.”

“We talk to parents, too,” says Jennifer
Cleek, a junior accountancy major. “I’m
sometimes asked why they should give
when they already pay tuition. When I 
tell them how their gift can make a differ-
ence, they seem happy to help.” Tuition and
fees only cover about 50 percent of what it
costs to educate someone at Northern, so
private support is vital. Some parents keep
giving long after their children are out of
college because they are so grateful for the
education Northern provided.

“Some people think that I do telemar-
keting,” says Rod Watson, a senior history
major, “but that’s really not true. I talk to

people about their university.” And those
talks often extend to professors, facilities,
athletic teams, and even food. “I really
have to be an expert in a lot at the univer-
sity. Even if I’m not the same major as the
person I’m talking to, I need to know
about their department so I can answer
questions about what’s new,” says Watson.

Watson’s favorite calls are those to
alumni who hold interesting jobs. “I spoke
to one alum who briefs the president
every Friday on the status of electronic
missions to the moon,” he says. Martina
Brutsche, a junior deaf education major,
agrees. “I love to hear stories from alumni
who graduated in the 30s and 40s,” she
says. “Some of them tell me things like, ‘I
used to have to be in the dorms by 11 or
I’d get fined’ and it’s fascinating.”

Destin Aurelien, a junior mechanical
engineering major, is a supervisor in the

“When I tell them how

their gift can make a

difference, they seem

happy to help.”

—Jennifer Cleek
junior accountancy major



telefund. “After a caller receives a pledge,
I get on the line and confirm the pledge
and ask how the caller did,” he says. “A 
lot of alumni say that the caller really did
a great job and was a pleasure to talk to,”
he says. By working at the Telefund,
students gain valuable marketing and
fundraising education, polish their com-
munication skills, and add an impressive
employment experience to their resumes.

Over the course of a year, students will
call approximately 130,000 households.
“Every year, our alumni can count on hav-
ing a chance to let us know what’s going
on in their lives. We can tell them the lat-
est news from their college or department,”
says Bill Lambert, director of the Telefund.

“The primary purpose of the Telefund
is to raise annual support for academic
departments at Northern. In addition, it
gives alumni and parents a wonderful
opportunity to talk to students and to
make their annual investment in the uni-
versity and its students,” says Alberta
Solfisburg, director of development opera-
tions. Annual Fund gifts are used specifi-
cally to fund student scholarships,
enhance academic programs, provide 

“We raise the money 

that makes the 

American dream of 

going to college 

possible.”

—Alberta Solfisburg 
Director of Development
Operations

faculty and staff development opportunities,
and support technology improvements.
“These gifts really do make a difference in
the quality of education Northern is
known for,” she says.

Northern’s Department of Communi-
cation serves as a model of how the
Telefund enhances a Northern education.
“The communication department has really
benefitted from the Telefund,” says Lois
Self, chair of the department. “And working
at the Telefund is a great experience for the
students.” The gifts alumni provide to both
the journalism and communication studies
programs help with student scholarships
and awards, fund media equipment pur-
chases, and support students attending pro-
fessional conferences and activities. In times
of tight budgets, alumni gifts have become
increasingly important, she affirms. “The
Telefund provides for student opportunities
that really help enrich an NIU education,”
Self says. “It makes for a lot nicer overall
college experience at Northern.”

This summer, students will continue their
calls to alumni and parents. Says Watson,
“When you see NIU on your caller ID, go
ahead and pick up. I’d love to talk to you.”

“Some [alumni] haven’t

talked about NIU for a

long time. It’s great to

hear their stories about

when they were here and

what they’re doing now.”

—Tom Merrion
junior political science major

Telefund callers (from left): Destin Aurelien,
Jennifer Cleek, Tom Merrion, Martina Brutsche,
and Rod Watson

Student callers who receive pledges are
immortalized on the Telefund’s Wall of Honor


