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Dear ILS alums and friends,

As I sit down to write this message just after Thanksgiving 2021,
it strikes me that I ought to observe that I am doing so at the
corner of Charter and Johnson—from the confines of good old
Meiklejohn House. Considered from the vantage of ILS’s long
history, the locale of this missive-writing is thoroughly
unremarkable. But it is noteworthy given the trajectory of the
past two years. For I am happy to report that the bustle that has
long been a hallmark of the House—seminars held in the living
room, students lounging in reading rooms—has returned. Masks
may partly obscure the smiles that attend the return of close 
faculty and student interaction, but the intellectual energy of the ILS mission remains palpable and is
unmistakable. And for that, we in ILS are all grateful.
For as happy as I am to be back “in-person,” I am also amazed by how ILS continues to make its mark on
the campus of UW-Madison. For one thing, at a time when enrollments in the liberal arts continue to be
on the wane in higher education nationwide, ILS’s course enrollments remain robust and, in fact, have
seen a steady uptick in recent years—a testament to students’ hunger for the sort of unique liberal
education that ILS has been providing for over 70 years now. For another, the visibility of ILS faculty
across campus is perhaps at an all-time high. In terms of leadership positions, one faculty member (John
Zumbrunnen) is currently Vice Provost for Teaching and Learning; another (Florence Hsia) is Associate
Vice Chancellor for Research in Arts and Humanities; and a third (Adam Nelson) is Senior Associate Dean
of Academic Programs in the School of Education. Two faculty members head up prominent student-
engaging centers on campus: Rick Avramenko with the Center for Liberal Democracy, and Ulrich
Rosenhagen with the Center for Religion and Global Citizenry. But of course, it is our faculty’s perennial
reputation for undergraduate teaching excellence that we take most pride in and that matters most for
the ILS mission. Here, it is our students, their dynamism, and their bright futures that we are most
excited about. In the upcoming newsletter, we’ll be featuring a number of these students, so I encourage
you to keep an eye out for these stories this coming May. For now, I want to focus on another group of
ILS students—in fact, some of the very first ones to pass through the program’s classrooms back in the
1950s. Here, I mean a group known as the “Ford Scholars,” whose early matriculation at UW-Madison
brought them into the ambit and, occasionally, the home of two incredibly important ILS faculty
members: Herb and Evelyn Howe. Check out the feature on p.. 9-11 for more on the story of the mutual
goodwill and generosity of the Howes, the Ford Scholars, and their friends, which has proved so
foundational for the continued success of ILS today.
I’d also like to draw your attention to an event that ILS is proud to present this coming Spring 2022. On
March 27th at 7pm, we’ll be hosting Dr. Roosevelt Montás (of Columbia University) for a public talk 
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related to his incredible new book, Rescuing Socrates: How the Great Books Changed My Life and Why
They Matter for a New Generation, at the Wisconsin Historical Society. If you’re in the area, we’d love to
see you there, as Dr. Montás shares the story of his profound engagement with the liberal arts as a New
York transplant from the Dominican Republic and champions the transformative experience that a
liberal education—of the sort that lies at the ILS mission—can provide to today’s students no matter their
background. Or check out his recent essay in the Wall Street Journal and consider picking up a copy of his
book at your favorite bookseller. 
As always, I’d like to invite you to reach out to me (nelsestuen@wisc.edu) if you’d like to hear more about
what we’re doing for the present and future of liberal studies here at UW-Madison. As the chair of a
program with a venerable history, I especially love to hear about our alums’ experiences: be it from the
1950s, or the 1980s, or beyond.

May you have a happy and safe holiday season this year,

Grant

Grant A. Nelsestuen
Chair, Integrated Liberal Studies
Associate Professor of Classics
UW-Madison
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  Upcoming Event This Spring 

Invited Speaker Dr. Roosevelt Montás, Senior
Lecturer in American Studies and English at
Columbia University. The talk will be focused on
his new book, Rescuing Socrates: How the Great
Books Changed My Life and Why They Matter for a
New Generation (2021). The event is set to take
place on March 24, 2022 at 7:00pm at the
Wisconsin Historical Society and is open to the
general public. 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/finding-dignity-and-excellence-in-the-great-books-11636046843
https://press.princeton.edu/books/hardcover/9780691200392/rescuing-socrates


The Return to In-Person
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As the Fall 2021 semester comes to an end, we reflect
on our first in-person semester in over a year. The
tragedy of 2020 left us all wondering when, or if, we
would get the chance to have in-person classes once
again. We've been fortunate enough to have access to
vaccines that now allows us to return to our beloved
Madison campus. After a year and a half online,
coming back to campus and in-person classes has
been a whirlwind of emotions. 

"Honestly, returning to in-person classes has been both exciting and tiring. While I love seeing
everyone in person, I also don't seem to have enough time to get everything done" says ILS teaching
assistant Rini Tarafder. Students, as well as faculty, have had to brush up on their time management
skills as the school days have become significantly longer than the ones we experienced last year. 
There's a certain excitement with the Madison community returning to campus. Whether it's walking
to class or going to study at College Library, Madison is bustling with Badgers again and we couldn't
be happier. When asked to describe in one word how they feel about the return to in-person classes,
most ILS students said they felt relieved to be back on campus, and back in the Meiklejohn House. We
couldn't have asked for a smoother transition back to campus and we are looking forward to an in-
person Spring semester when we return from Winter break. 

Emma Malian
ILS Student Ambassador



ILS Recommends...
ANTKIND by Charlie Kaufman
If you are a fan of Kaufman's movies, you will instantly recognize its
style of mercurial narrative and themes of memory, existential flux,
and loquacious ambition. It very much captures the voice and spirit
that he demonstrates in his screenplays for ETERNAL SUNSHINE OF
THE SPOTLESS MIND (2004) and BEING JOHN MALKOVICH (1999).
Kaufman wrote a novel that, in his words, would be impossible to
film. The work becomes meta-fiction in both the protagonist's
gradual awareness of his own narrative function and the constant
interplay between subject and object (movie and memory in
cinema, text and reading in books). It is thrilling. It is infuriating. It
is, ultimately, I think, redemptive, though I finally set it down
wondering if Kaufman actually "gets away with it," in reference to
both the Damascene Road conversion of his protagonist in the final
five pages and the incredible ambition of this book.

Joshua Kelly
ILS Teaching Assistant

Reid’s debut novel takes on the coming-of-age genre in a complex and
interesting way. This novels explores the trickiness of transactional
relationships, as well as the reality of being a grown up. Emira Tucker,
our protagonist, is a young black woman who is a part time nanny and
part time typist, yet she doesn’t classify it as real “adulting.” The 320
page novel centers around Emira being wrongfully accused of
kidnapping the white child she babysits, and the events that follow.
This novel is truly an eye opener about modern racism and
performative “wokeness.”  

 

Such a Fun Age by Kiley Reid

Emma Malian
ILS Student Ambassador
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The Tyranny of Merit: What’s Become of the
Common Good by Michael Sandel

If Mike Rowe were to become a philosopher, he might
write this book. As Sandel writes, “The populist backlash
of recent years has been a revolt against the tyranny of
merit, as it has been experienced by those who feel
humiliated by meritocracy and by this entire political
project.” I strongly recommend this book.

Richard Avramenko
ILS Professor

Everything I Never Told You by Celeste Ng
From the author of Little Fires Everywhere, Everything I Never Told You is
a gripping contemporary family drama. The Chinese-American family,
known as the Lees, are hurled into a world of chaos when the eldest
daughter, Lydia's, body is found in the town's lake. The novel begins
with her death, setting up the majority of the novel to delve into her
parents' past, including the racism they faced as an interracial couple
in a small Ohio town; her siblings' present, the younger sister being
overshadowed and neglected while the older brother is on a hunt for
the truth surrounding Lydia's death; and the future of the family as a
whole. This book is a page turner, Ng leaves us with suspense as she
flips between time periods to deliver the circumstances which lead to
this family's greatest tragedy.

Emma Malian
ILS Student Ambassador



Día de los Muertos

The year 2020 was very difficult for everyone, there were losses and mourning of different
degrees. Many lost a loved one this past year. I wanted my students to have a space to
remember and share with their classmates some stories of grief, so that when narrating them
in a group, they would have the comfort and company of others. In my ILS classes, I invited the
students to make an altar, which are decorated with the favorite things of the one being
remembered. We put our altars up in the Meiklejohn House and decorated with lights and
candy in the shape of sugar skulls, which are traditional for these holidays. We had snacks,
beverages, and heartwarming conversations as we remembered those we have lost, and
reflected on their favorite things. 

Día de los Meurtos, or the day of the dead, is a tradition that is typically celebrated in Mexico. It
is associated with the Christian celebration of All Saints' Day on November 1 and 2. In this
celebration of life, loved ones who have died are remembered, however the tone of mourning
is from from sad. Celebrators seek to make it a joyous celebration with lively music, food, and
brightly colored altars is memory of those who are no longer with us. 

Beatriz Botero, ILS Lecturer
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Botero with students celebrating Día de los Muertos

Decorated altars
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The Bascom Professorship
“The Ford scholars have done a wonderful job—especially if
you define success scholastically, they’ve been out of this
world,” as Prof. Herbert Howe (of ILS fame) effusively offered
to The Daily Cardinal in 1957 just as the experimental “Ford
Pre-Induction Scholars” program was winding down. Founded
in 1951 against the backdrop of the Cold War and the Korean
War, this initiative—funded by the Ford Foundation and
supported by a select number of American institutions of
higher learning—sought to grapple with the potential threat
that a universal draft at age 18 might pose to the higher
education prospects of young students by bringing some of
the nation’s brightest 15- and 16-year olds to campus before
they embarked on their mandatory military service. The
universal draft would of course never come to be, but the Pre-
Induction scholarship program ended up enrolling some 160
Ford Scholars—130 men and 30 women—at the University of
Wisconsin during its brief run. Central to the Ford Scholars’
experience on campus was Herb Howe and his ILS colleague
and wife, Dr. Evelyn Howe, who would serve variously as
advisors, teachers, mentors, and even hosts to the Ford
Scholars as they navigated university life in Madison. It was
their guidance that also prompted many of these young
scholars to pursue ILS as part of their studies. "Out of this
world”: Herb Howe could have had no idea how true his
words would turn out to be for the Ford Scholars, whose
personal successes, achievements, and accomplishments have
extended far beyond the academic realm in which Howe
originally framed them in 1957. This pay May, ILS Director
Grant Nelsestuen was invited to one of the Ford Scholars’
zoom reunions and given the opportunity to read an early
copy of their “Ford Studies,” which they’ve since placed with
UW Archives. “It was incredible to read the personal accounts
of these Ford Scholars—to learn about their experiences with
ILS and the Howes at formative times in the lives, and how 

some of those moments would go on to inform the
trajectories of their personal lives and professional
successes in often subtle, but still crucial, ways.” Be it in
the achievements in their careers and lives—from law to
medicine, business, homemaking, public service, advocacy,
and everything in between—the Ford Scholars are an
impressively accomplished bunch. Nelsestuen added, “And
for me, it was also a humbling reminder that ILS is a
program comprised not only of, you know, academic
subjects of intrinsic value for understanding the world and
our place in it, but also of people—faculty and students
alike—who have the power to make a difference for all of
us." Herb and Eve Howe passed away two days apart in
June and July 2010, but they did get to see the
establishment of the “Herbert and Evelyn Howe Bascom
Professorship" some ten years earlier thanks to the
initiative, dedication, and generosity of the Ford Scholars
and especially Earl Dolven. For over twenty years now, the
"Herbert and Evelyn Howe Bascom Professorship" has
honored the contributions of the Howes by supporting
ILS faculty members who have made “active, ongoing
contributions to the ILS program” and who have
“enhanced student learning on campus” through a strong
record of outstanding undergraduate teaching. “What this
Professorship does for ILS,” said Nelsestuen, “is that it
allows us to reward long-standing excellence in teaching
by ILS faculty, whose service, contributions, and
commitment to the program are voluntary and often come
in the face of competing demands from other units and
interests on campus. And the other great thing about this
professorship is that, long-term, it will allow us to hire
another faculty member whole sole focus is on teaching
the ILS curriculum. So it helps ILS promote its
undergraduate teaching mission both now and in the
longer-term. We really are fortunate to have the alumni
and supporters that we do.”

For more information on (and photos of) the Howes, the Ford Scholars, and the “Howe Bascom 
Professorship,” see https://ils.wisc.edu/the-herbert-and-evelyn-bascom-howe-professorship/

https://www.library.wisc.edu/archives/exhibits/ford-scholars-oral-history-project/
https://www.library.wisc.edu/archives/exhibits/ford-scholars-oral-history-project/
https://ils.wisc.edu/the-herbert-and-evelyn-bascom-howe-professorship/
https://ils.wisc.edu/the-herbert-and-evelyn-bascom-howe-professorship/
https://ils.wisc.edu/the-herbert-and-evelyn-bascom-howe-professorship/


An Interview with Mike Vanden Heuvel 
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fun. That is where my research had always been, I 
was really happy to bring it into my teaching. But 
over the years, what happened was that the idea 
caught on and more and more departments started 
bringing interdisciplinary into their teachings, so the 
second phase of ILS in making it unique, I think, 
took a slight turn. What became unique about ILS 
was, first of all, it allowed students to complete their 
breadth requirements all in one place while also 
having some kind of continuity of instruction. 
Instead of taking breadth requirements all over 
campus, which was the tradition, people could take 
them here and it brings me to the point about the 
community. With Meiklejohn house sort of being 
off the beaten path and only a few people know that 
there’s actually an academic department here 
<laughter> as well as the ambassadors and a lot of 
other things we’ve added to ILS over the years has 
always been about  establishing that community. We 
do think on a huge campus like this is relatively 
difficult to find, I think that’s what makes us unique 
today, along with the fact that we’re still getting 
students all their breadth 

Christian Collin, ILS Student Ambassador: What 
initially drew you to the ILS program at UW Madison?

Mike Vanden Heuvel, Professor of Interdisciplinary 
Theatre Studies : Well, I have a unique history with ILS 
because I was a graduate student in like the 17th century 
<laughter> and my dissertation director, Mike Hinden, 
was the person who had revived ILS in the late 1980s 
when it was on the verge of being cut from the 
university. He was teaching ILS 204 and I came over as a 
teaching assistant in the class and did it for a couple of 
years. I finished my degree and went to Arizona State to 
teach in a similar program. It was called the 
Interdisciplinary Humanities Program, I was doing a 
little bit of the same stuff within the English department. 
When there was a job opening in the theatre department 
at UW, I came to campus and during the interviews it 
was brought up that, well, maybe if we do hire you, 
would you want to come back to ILS? I was very, very 
excited about that prospect. When I returned to 
Madison after a couple of years of getting my feet on the 
ground in the theatre department, I started doing 
courses in ILS. When Mike Hinden retired, I basically 
inherited ILS 204 from him and became the primary 
lecturer for that course.

CC: What is so unique about the ILS program compared 
to other studies here at UW Madison?

MVH: Even the uniqueness has kind of a history because 
what made it unique when I was a TA and when I first 
started teaching was that we were the only program on 
campus that was explicitly doing interdisciplinary work. 
Bringing that into our teaching, a lot of our faculty do 
interdisciplinary research, but it isn’t so much a function 
of their teaching. We started doing that and it was a lot 
of 
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 requirements in a coherent way.

CC: How has the ILS program evolved over time at UW 
Madison?

MVH: Well, a lot of the significant changes have been 
due to retirement and departures. When I came in, 
there was a stronger, parallel, track in the sciences than 
there is now. There’s been a lot of turnovers in that 
area. We still have a core course in history of science, a 
two-semester sequence, and history of science and 
technology. But due to the fact that a number of people 
are retiring or departing, there was less of that. We’re 
looking at options for making a stronger component of 
the course, but the reason that I do the course on 
literature and science is because I felt like there was a 
gap and we were losing contact with STEM majors on 
campus, and we want STEM majors to be a part of the 
community in ILS. I’ve been doing that course, but am 
hoping that after I retire, they’ll be able to bring in 
people who are actual historians of science or 
practicing scientists to be able to do similar types of 
courses.

CC : What is your favorite part about teaching? Why?

MVH: I mean obviously, people get into it in part 
because it gives them an opportunity to conduct 
research. I’ve always enjoyed doing that. My research is 
seeing plays – the theater side of my brain is devoted to 
very contemporary work. I’ve always enjoyed being 
able to do that as part of my job. But beyond that, 
anyone in ILS will tell you that the reason we 
specifically come to ILS to teach is because we have the 
advantage of the continuity of instruction. The other 
faculty in the program are not like minded – were all 
unique in our own ways  

– but there’s a lot of agreement that the best model for 
educating students is a broadly interdisciplinary one. 
Sharing that with other faculty is a real pleasure as you 
always don’t get that in your own department. Finally, 
it's with that community of students. We just enjoy, so 
much, meeting students that aren’t in the discipline in 
which we have our tenure homes, me being able to work 
with a lot of STEM students is something that didn’t 
happen in my career until the last 10 years or so and I 
wouldn’t have the opportunity if I was still teaching in 
the theater department.

CC: What are some of the big ideas that you want your 
students taking away from your teachings?

MVH: That’s a very good question. Sometimes it’s not so 
much the ideas, it’s the interest, the curiosity that you 
mostly want to fuel in the students. They’ll come to the 
ideas eventually on their own. What you need to instill in 
them is the passion to pursue those ideas because 
without that, the ideas mean relatively nothing; they’re 
just material to memorize and leave behind when it’s 
convenient. For me, just going in and seeing the students 
become interested in something to the point where they 
can generate their own kind of research. To take their 
own unique perspective on the material that you're 
covering, for me, is much more important than kind of a 
shopping list of big ideas. 

CC : Getting to the specifics, the course you teach
“Can Theatre play with Science?” really opened new 
perspectives that I have never seen before. What were 
the influences behind the creation of this class?

MVH : Well, when I was writing my dissertation about 
very contemporary avant-garde theater, I was looking 
for models to explain how it was different  
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conventional theater. One of the models I ended up 
using comes from chaos theory, which we were just 
talking about in class with regards to Stoppard’s play 
Arcadia and I have read that play and loved it even 
though it wasn’t as experimental as most of the stuff I 
was into. I began looking into the sciences that 
informed the plays and companies I was interested in 
and then from that, there was a mini explosion of 
interest in science plays in the 90s when Arcadia, 
Copenhagen, and some other plays were done. Some of 
my research just drifted in that direction and I was 
really enjoying not only the research but also the 
community of scholars that work in that field – it’s a 
very small and kind of rarified area – but it was always 
very energizing to be speaking with them and hearing 
their perspectives because many of the people who are 
devoted to that research are actual scientists. Being able 
to work with or in conjunction or collaboration with 
them on some of my research just proved to be very 
eye-opening.

CC : What is one play that you think everyone should 
divulge themselves in? 

MVH : Kirsten Shepherd-Barr has a book called Science 
on Stage, which covers a lot of plays that we’ve (ILS 
254) read, with a number of the plays neglecting to 
portray a great deal of actual science. I recently refereed 
a manuscript that’s going to be called “Staging 
Mathematics” which, I think, is going to come out on 
Princeton University Press in a couple of years and this 
is by the guy who wrote the review of A Disappearing 
Number. Reading that manuscript opened up not just 
contemporary science plays for me, but I also started to 
understand some of the avant-garde theater, one of the 
areas that I study which opened up some ideas on some 
of those plays that I’ve always found really difficult to 

teach. Suddenly I understood there was kind of a 
mathematical conception, although mathematics of a 
very different flavor that what we all know. In that field 
of science studies, those are among my top go-to books.

CC : And finally, what has been your most memorable 
UW Madison experience?

MVH : Well, I’ve been here so long that’s part of the 
problem <laughter>. I was living in Madison when The 
Army Math Research Center was bombed, just a couple 
miles from away campus and certainly remember that. It 
just about rolled me out of my bunk bed! Since I’ve been 
here, there have been the anti-war protests, the arrival of 
identity politics and movements of marginalized racial 
and gender groups and so on. In general I would say 
that the most fascinating thing has been the tremendous, 
accelerated process of change, which sometimes feels, to 
many people, like it’s moving slowly, very glacial. But 
when you get a little historical perspective and you can 
look back at it, like I’m doing now, it seems to have 
happened relatively quickly.



What's Popular Among ILS Students
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Working on a Tan by Brad Paisley
Raspberry by Grouplove
Shampoo Bottles by Peach Pit
Stay by KID LAROI and Justin Bieber 

What is the last song you listened to?
1.
2.
3.
4.

Plants vs. Zombies
Spotify
Instagram
Tik Tok

What is your favorite app?
1.
2.
3.
4.

ILS 254: Literature And Science: Theatre Plays with Science
ILS 369: Magical Realism and Postmodernity
ILS 200: Critical Thinking and Expression
ILS 205: Western Culture: Political, Economic, & Social Thought

What is your favorite ILS course?
1.
2.
3.
4.

Mike Vanden Heuvel
Beatriz Botero
Richard Avramenko
Grant Nelsestuen

Who is your favorite ILS professor?
1.
2.
3.
4.



THANK YOU!
YOUR DONATIONS MATTER

Help support current ILS Certificate
students by donating to one of our
general funds. To help foster a
community between student and faculty,
ask for your donation to be sent to the
ILS fund, which is used to fund student
activities.

https://ils.wisc.edu/donate/

	CC
	CC
	CC
	CC



