


In 2010 The Chicago Center for Urban Life
Awarded Phyllis Cunningham its 
Lifetime Achievement Award for Social Justice 

	I had the honor of giving her the award and attempting to suggest something of the scale and scope of her career.

Tonight, the Chicago Center for Urban Life (formerly the Urban Life Center) honors Phyllis Cunningham’s lifelong commitment to social justice by presenting her with this First Voice Lifetime Achievement Award. 
“Social Justice” means to Phyllis action against social inequities. As an educator that has meant a career of working, fighting, and speaking out against social, structural, institutional injustices. It has meant inventing new structures, new delivery systems, like the Urban Life Center, that change the systems, structures, and institutions. 
· Over 40 years ago, as Director of the Pioneers Girls’ National Leadership Training Center from 1965-67 she tried to change the racial outreach and composition of the entire program. 
· She regarded the Urban Life Center, which she helped found, as a way to respond creatively to the imbalance in learning opportunities between African-Americans in Chicago’s inner city, and white youth in non-urban Christian colleges. 
· At Northern Illinois University 
· Largely due to her efforts the Adult Education program in 1993 had 43% non-white students, compared to less than 10% in all the other programs, 17% international students, and 26% U.S. born students of color. 
· One means of accomplishing this record was to develop an Urban Adult Education program in Chicago that enrolled community-based adult educators in a Master’s program.
· She not only recruited students into the program, but over twenty of the students who chose to do their dissertations with her as Chair have gone on to become professors.
· Participatory research has challenged whose knowledge is taught. 
· Communitarian and supportive delivery systems in its doctoral programs have challenged individualistic and competitive approaches that benefit students of privilege. 
· Adult Basic Education, community organizing. 
· Helping develop the NIU popular education curriculum and internationalizing the curriculum towards the “south”;
· Working with students on concepts of learning at the edge of social movements, co-learning and participatory research.
· Her international work is widely recognized. 
· Her efforts on behalf of Chinese international students was recognized in 1988 when she was made Honorary Professor, Shanghai Second Institute of Education. 
· In 1990 the University of Saskatchewan honored her with the John Ranton McIntosh Visiting Scholar Award. 
· In 1996 she was inducted into the International Adult and Continuing Education Hall of Fame. 
Social justice for Phyllis is about democracy, about equity. There is nothing condescending in what she does. She demands excellence. “An insatiable lust for equity and excellence.”
· About power, action, work to bring about a more democratic participatory egalitarian society, about invention of alternatives to inequities of wealth, position, power.
· It is about thinking, research, theory, knowledge, the politics of knowledge. She devoted her life to education on behalf of social justice. For her education is about politics, , about the democratization of power relationships.


“Adult education is about …a more democratic participatory egalitarian society where the values of all groups inform our decisions on practical problems.” “Education is about the politics of knowledge … about democratization of power relationships” – From “Let’s Get Real: A Critical Look at the Practice of Adult Education.” 



2002.3.211			“Insatiable lust for equity and excellence” – Ian Baptiste’s tribute to Phyllis Cunningham
2002.2.33-41
2003.2.31 ULC benefit – one sentence
2006.1.177  - musing on Phyllis’s importance to the Center
2006.1.183 ULC “many urban life centers”
2006.1.187 Scott
2006.2.117,118	Don Schatz postmodern
2008.1.35-50

The Phyllis Cunningham Social Justice Institute is a place of discourse , action and learning. We are critical educators, scholars and on the ground community workers united to engage our communities in reflective practice.  
Call: 815-543-4134
 1988--Honorary Professor, Shanghai Second Institute of Education, Shanghai, PRC 
1990--John Ranton McIntosh Visiting Scholar Award, University of Saskatchewan 

From “Keepers of the gate or keepers of the dream? An Interview with Phyllis. ..”
· Presidential Teaching Professor of Adult Education at NIU
· Outstanding Adult Educators Award, AAACE, Washington, DC, 1982
· 1995 Outstanding Service and Dedication to Latino(a) and African American Students in Adult and Continuing from NIU
· 1996 Inducted into the International Adult and Continuing Education Hall of Fame
· The annual Adult Education research Conference (AERC) honors Phyllis through the “Phyllis M. Cunningham Social Justice Award.”

1982--Outstanding Adult Educators Award, American Association of Adult Continuing Education, Washington, DC 
  
1988--Honorary Professor, Shanghai Second Institute of Education, Shanghai, PRC 
  
1989--Outstanding Service Award, American Association of Adult Continuing Education, Atlantic City, N.J. 
  
1990--John Ranton McIntosh Visiting Scholar Award, University of Saskatchewan 
  
1993--Top ten Graduate Teaching Excellence Award, Leadership and Policy Studies Department, Northern Illinois University 
  
1994-1998--Presidential Teaching Professor Award, Northern Illinois University 
  
1995--Outstanding Service and Dedication to Latino(a) and African American Students in Adult Continuing Education, Northern Illinois University 
  
1996--Phyllis M. Cunningham Annual Award for Research for Social Justice; Established in the Adult Education Research Conference 
  
1999--Northern Illinois University Minority Faculty and Staff Award 

Pioneer Girls. Eunice, Still Woman Moving, p. 126: “she had taken some daring steps to change the racial outreach and composition of the entire Pioneer Girls program while she was in charge of the development of North Star, the international leadership training center for the organization. She met with stubborn and racist opposition on both the local level and with the Pieoneer Girls board. … Phil resigned, as a matter of conscience, in 1967.”

Phyllis Cunningham is an activist scholar, retired in 2002 from Northern Illinois
University where she practiced for over 25 years. She received her doctorate
from the University of Chicago in 1973 but more importantly the conscientization
of her spirit on the streets of the south side during that same period. She counts
as memorable contributions: Contributing to organizing the Urban Life Center still
in existence 40 years later; Changing the composition of the NIU doctoral student
body from almost totally Caucasian/domestic to predominantly persons of
color/with many of international origin ; 

Helping develop the NIU popular education curriculum and internationalizing the curriculum towards the “south”;
Working with students on concepts of learning at the edge of social movements ,
co-learning and participatory research. She attended her first AERC in 1968 as a
graduate student.
Over twenty of the students who chose to do their dissertations with her as Chair
also chose to become professors (see below).
Ian Baptiste, Wanda Bracy, Scipio A. J. Colin III, Phyllis Ham Garth, Hugo
Guera, Lawrence Howlett, John Holt, Shu-chuan Liao, Randee Lawrence,
Antonio Lopez, Lee Martin, Samuel Mills, Derek Mulenga, Mark Murphy,
Elice Rogers, Manigeh Roosta, Margaret Shaw, Vanessa Sheared,
Andrew Smallwood, Fred Schied, Gabriele Stroschen, Itxaso Ruiz De
Tellado, Jeff Zacharakis
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Phyllis Cunningham
considers the graduate
students with whom
she has worked as her
primary legacy. In the
last 20 years, as a
professor of adult
education, she has
been one of the first
women in modern
adult education who
has been admitted to
key professional
positions. She was the
only woman in the
second "mentor series”
4 offilms produced by

% the University of

education professors.

‘;l A concern for social
and ethical
responsibility has
marked her life’s work.
Twentyfive years ago,
she, along with several
friends, established the Urban Life Center. It brought college students
ago to leamn to appreciate diversity and to

to the city for seminars and worked hard to fight racism, sexism, and
iolence. The graduate program she helped foster at Northern lilinois
1996, the leading adult education doctoral program
graduating African Americans.

Through her work within the International Council for Adult Education,
she grew in her understanding of the importance of an international
perspective. Under her leadership, professors from the U.S. and UK.
exchanged visits, organized the highly successful TransAtlantic

logue, and established a collaborative grant program.





