A Circle

of Giving

Supporting faculty ideas for student engagement

ollege of Liberal Arts faculty often have great ideas for
student projects, but they sometimes don’t have the
resources they need to bring their ideas to life. A few
years ago, the Circle of Giving formed to fill that need.
The Circle of Giving is a group of forward-thinking women who
fund faculty projects that enrich students’ experiences, and they
take a hands-on approach to choosing which projects to support by
interviewing the faculty themselves.
“We get to meet the professors and see how passionate they
are about their projects in person,” said Circle of Giving Chair
Lynn Davis (Child Development, '71).

English Professor Catherine Waitinas received a grant from
the group in 2014 that allowed her to visit New York City to gather
images of important places in poet Walt Whitman’s life. Her
students used these images alongside their literary expertise and
research skills to produce educational videos about Whitman. After
presenting the project at the national MLA conference, Waitinas and
her students were invited to participate in an international video
celebration of the bicentennial of Whitman’s birth in 2019. A second
Circle of Giving grant in 2017 allowed Waitinas to visit New York
City again to be interviewed for the bicentennial videos. The grant
will also fund her students’ new videos, which will be used as models
for other groups that are contributing to the celebration.

History Professor Matthew Hopper’s Circle of Giving grant
provided him the resources he needed to do preliminary research on
the East African slave trade at archives in London, which helped him
secure fellowships the following year at the Institute for Advanced
Study in Princeton and at the University of Cambridge for his sab-
batical year. He was able to photograph documents that his students

could later use to write research papers in class. “The photos are the
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next best thing to being in the archives themselves,” he said. “It’s
rare that students get the opportunity to write from primary
sources like that.” A graduate student also cataloged photos and
documents to assist Hopper with a new book about liberated
Africans in the regions around the Indian Ocean.

Dance Professor Diana Stanton used the funds to create

a dance film titled “Breaking Bread.” One of her goals was to
remind her students that dance is not just for young people,

and she had Cal Poly students perform in the film with dancers
of all ages. Since dance is usually such an ephemeral experience,
Stanton also wanted to create something tangible. “Experi-
menting with this new dance-for-the-camera medium shows
my students that [ am attempting growth by challenging myself
technically and artistically,” she said. “That’s something [ hope
they do throughout their careers, too.”

Waitinas, Hopper and Stanton all said that receiving the Circle of
Giving grant did more for them than just help with funding.

“The fact that it’s a competitive grant that involves an interview
is a confidence builder,” Hopper said. “The in-person component
of the selection process meant that I received immediate feedback
about which elements of the project were most compelling to
outsiders.”

“This grant is a belief in the ‘what if” and the creative potential,”
Stanton said. “Their support gives faculty the opportunity to
take risks, which allows for innovation.”

Davis said the only downside is that it’s hard to choose which
projects to fund each year. “We see so many fabulous presenta-
tions,” she said. “It’s amazing to see how much has changed and
how much stronger the education has gotten. The opportunities

for students just keep expanding.”
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Top left: Professor Catherine Waitinas at the birthplace of poet Walt
Whitman in Huntington Station, New York. Top right: A scene from "Breaking
Bread,” a film created by Professor Diana Stanton. Bottom: Professor Matthew
Hopper (right) and Master of Arts in history student Paul Michaels examine
slave trade records at Kennedy Library.

Widen the
Circle

You can help support
faculty excellence
and faculty-student
collaboration in the
College of Liberal
Arts, too. For more
information, please
contact:

David Cohune
Assistant Dean for
Advancement
805-756-7056
dcohune@calpoly.edu

Lynn Davis

Circle of Giving Chair
415-717-3797
lynnelizdavis@
gmail.com
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