Sycamore native’s program
tries to bust stereotypes

By DAVE MANN

Staff Writer y o

CHICAGO — When Dan Bas-
sill left Sycamore 30 years ago, he
had no idea be would leave a suc-
msﬁnwmadvuﬁiqgwlnd
aprogram in Chicago, helping kids
living in the Cabrini Green hous-
ing project. 35
Bassill started Cabrini Connec-
tions, an afier-school tutoring and
mentoring program, in 1992, Inter-
assigned an adult volunteer, who
helps them with their schoolwork
and is, simply, someone to hang
out with,

‘The roots of Bassill's efforts 1o
help others began while he was in
college, studying history, after he
graduated from Sycamore High

| School in 1964,

| “Sycamore is not a very racially

" mixed town, and I've lived in other
small towns,” he said. “1 was just
as naive about the issues as many
other people.”

Bassill tried to join a fratemnity,
but he was turned down and ended
up in another fraternity, lower in
terms of social status. The quality
of a fraternity was measured by
success in athletics, Bassill said, so
he and some others tried to recruit
betier athletes.

"ITmur.‘There‘ul
group mdq_l_muhm

« PROGRAM, from page 1
on its governing committee. By the
end of his second year, he was lead-

Instead, he decided to leave the
company’s payroll and try to tum its
wioring program inio @ non-profit

him after her death and the
memorial fund established by a local

church.
“I didn't get paid back then,” Bas-
sill said. “Even now, when our cash

ing," and those were the black stu-
dents,” he said. “It wasn'ta ques-
tion of equality; it was a question
of quality. If we were leaving out a
group of people who had the skills
1o make us better, then we weren't
competing effectively.”

When he began recruiting black
students, Bassill ran into “issues of
racism™ in his own fratemity,
which he fought for the next
couple of years,

“That sei a foundation for the
rest of my life,” he said. “Now, it"s
how can American business com-
pete effectively, if one third of the
people aren't educated well
enough to get into the work
force?"

After school, Bassill served in
the U.S. Army for three years,

during the Vietnam War. He also
was in Army intelligence during
his military career, spending a year
each in Baltimore, Washingion and
Korea,

Bassill then came home, work-
ing a while at the Woolco store in
DeKalb. In 1972, he left for
Chicago to work for Monigomery
Ward as an advenising copywriter.

While working for Montgomery
Ward, Bassill was recruited o
volunteer for a company-run tutor-
ing program for the kids of Cabrini
Green. By the end of his first year
in the program, Bassill was serving
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program
s behalf,” said Fr.
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“I think what great opportunity
there is for Sycamore to reach into
the city and make some real
friendships and vice versa,” he said.
“I know there is @ reason 1o be con-
nected, but the conversation of con-
nection has a long way 1o go.

“When I come out 1o Sycamore
and talk about this, 1 get a ‘them” ar-
gument. I hear ‘why don’t they do
this?" People can't understand why
they aren’t responding when you
hold up an opportunity. What they
don’t realize is when you're bom in
s you're bom into a range
of role models: mom, dad, brother,
sister, neighbor all going to work in
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i ighborhoods do not
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Sycamore resident Dan Bassill,
founder of Cabrini Connections, stands by
window of the office where the kids in the
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the program gather to
the

Chicago's Loop.

study for school. Behind him
is the Cabrini Green housing project in
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the Cabrini Connec-
children in the

s on?&fst::‘eme program are given help with
their schoolwork, as well as any other problems in everyday

tions tutoring program.
inner-city life.

1o pay for their continu-
;;ﬂwﬂlumﬁu .I::d services. And, ul-
timately, they're going 10 leave their
new oommmil!’fm’ m‘:ﬁ;"ﬁ“ il
ing them to foot y

le'\;mn said this attitude is partly
ibility for their communities

and the people in them. >
“We need more people saying,
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five days a weck, nine months a

Bassill will continue to apply his
business knowledge and experience
1oward social change. While s
nizing the many hurdlcs he faces,
said he is very optimistic about "T‘
future and will continue to simply
bring people together.

“Racism exists in ignorance,” be
said. “If it wasn't black and white, it
would be something else. The only



