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Praise for Excellence Without a Soul


“Harry Lewis. . . reminds us that before the old colleges morphed into international career factories and cultural gallerias for a global ruling class, they set civic standards for American democratic leaders.”

—The Boston Globe


 



“Harry Lewis was one of Harvard College’s most engaged and provocative Deans, determined to sustain the College’s mission, and not simply to manage or market it. With characteristic candor, he shares his own vision of what makes a college good, and all who are interested in the best hope for such institutions will find this essential reading.”

—The Reverend Professor Peter J. Gomes, 
Harvard University

 



“This isn’t only a book on principles; it’s filled with Harvard history, anecdotes, diversions, and personal experiences of a faculty member and administrator who has been a part of the culture for more than 30 years.... Whether students are Harvard-bound or not, some of the questions parents and students should be asking of every American college and university are in this book.”

—The Indianapolis Star


 



“A searing critique of Harvard education from a former Dean, remarkable for its candor toward friends and for its defense of grade inflation.”

—Harvey Mansfield, Professor of Government, Harvard University

 



“[B]lessedly free of ideology, packed with common sense and . . . wonderfully sane and .... Lewis manages to dissect the many problems at places like Harvard, Princeton, and Stanford with great candor. His book is both an inside history of Harvard (with a clear explanation of its current predicament) and a prescription for its renewal. Any parent with a student entering any top research university should read this book.”

—The Roanoke Times


 



“This is a study of higher education, which asks some very important questions and gives some rather clear answers. One may agree or disagree with the presentation but it is certainly worth the time to study it.”

—The Reverend Theodore M. Hesburgh, 
President Emeritus, University of Notre Dame

 



“[T]his book should be read as a canary in the mineshaft, a salutary warning that Harvard is at risk and needs to act wisely in righting its undergraduate educational endeavors.”

—The Harvard Review


 



“[A] biting... indictment of undergraduate education at America’s flagship university.... Provocative and insightful.”

—Publishers Weekly







To the memory of my parents and Marlyn’s for what they gave us






Remember that our University was founded for the public good and that it has a great history—that steady progress is essential to its moral and intellectual health and that the health and true welfare of our University and our country go hand in hand. Thus have they been made and thus only shall they endure.

—Henry Lee Higginson,
 presenting the Harvard Union to
 the University, October 15, 1901.


 



 



[T]he test of a civilization based on liberty is the use men make of the liberty they enjoy, and it is a failure not only if men use it to do wrong, but also if they use it to do nothing, or as little as is possible to maintain themselves in personal comfort. This is true of our institutions as a whole and of the American college in particular. . . . the warfare of civilization is waged not more upon the battlefield than in the workshop, at the desk, in the laboratory, and the library.... the crucial matter in civilization is the preparedness of young men for the work of the world; not only an ample supply of the best material, but a product moulded on the best pattern, tempered and finished to the highest point of perfection.


—A. Lawrence Lowell,
 in a speech to Yale freshmen, 1916.






Acknowledgments

This book is a culmination of a three-year project. I am grateful to Boston University and to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) for harboring me while I was at work, and in particular to my hosts at those institutions, Azer Bestavros and Hal Abelson. The kindness of the theory group at MIT’s CSAIL, where I did the most intense writing, kept me stimulated, connected, and cheerful.

As detailed in the endnotes, I consulted a great many sources in the course of my research. The Harvard University Archives assisted me by easing access to many original documents. The Harvard Presidents’ reports, available online through the Archives’ website, were a rich source, expanding the view of Harvard’s history gained from secondary sources, especially the several works of Samuel Eliot Morison and Frederick Rudolph’s Curriculum. For my views on the history and present condition of college athletics, I found much to ponder in Ronald A. Smith’s Sports and Freedom, David C. Young’s The Olympic Myth of Greek Amateur Athletics, and Paul Weiss’s Sport: A Philosophic Inquiry. Most quotations from The Harvard Crimson, The Boston Globe, The New York Times, The Harvard University Gazette, and other newspapers and newsletters are from their online archives. I extend special gratitude to the Harvard Crimson for its openly accessible archives and for the decades of student journalism they record. The Crimson has always provided the best documentation of student life at Harvard. With the end of the publication of the president’s reports, it also provides the only easily accessible documentary record of many faculty events.

The quotations that open the book and each chapter are the words of figures who have had roles at Harvard. I note their connection to the university if it is not obvious.

I know nothing about being dean that I did not learn from someone else. To all the assistant and associate deans, Senior Tutors, Proctors,  and Tutors who worked with me at Harvard over the years, I am deeply grateful for what they taught me. They are the ones who see Harvard and its students as they really are. A special salute goes to the memory of the greatest of them all, the late John Marquand.

Many people read drafts of part or all of this book and suggested improvements. In particular I want to thank Fred Abernathy, Karen Avery, Charles Ducey, James Engell, Vasugi Ganeshananthan, Anne Greene, F. Washington Jarvis, Karan Lodha, James McCarthy, John McGrath, Michael Mitzenmacher, Elizabeth Studley Nathans, Jeff Orleans, Georges Peter, Leo Reyzin, Peter Roby, Hal Scott, Harvey Silverglate, John Stauffer, Susannah Tobin, and Dean K. Whitla for their reactions and comments. Thanks are due also to several readers who feared to be acknowledged in print. Special thanks to my two favorite Harvard students, my children, Anne and Elizabeth Lewis, since their comments were helpfully informed by their inside knowledge of both the author and the College. To my brother Richard Alan Lewis go my particular thanks for pointing out the analogy between grades and dress sizes, and I am grateful to Pamela Keel for directing me to the facts about clothing measurements. My wife Marlyn McGrath Lewis taught me everything I know about the larger mission of Harvard College, and provided endless love and support while I was dean and throughout the writing of this book. I am more grateful to her than words can express.

Whether he was acting out of faith or foolishness, I am glad John Taylor Williams agreed to be my literary agent. I am grateful to Peter Osnos of PublicAffairs for having confidence in this project, and to my editors there, Clive Priddle and especially Lindsay Jones, for making it a reality. Lindsay’s editorial skill and support made the last stages of the writing the easiest while improving the manuscript the most.

Any errors that remain are entirely my own. So are all the poor judgments and bad attitudes; none of those who were kind enough to read the manuscript in draft should be assumed to share my views. While I was dean, I enjoyed warm relationships with many wise colleagues with whom I occasionally disagreed—chief among them Jeremy Knowles and Neil Rudenstine, who knew that universities are stronger when ideas are freely exchanged and respectfully debated. Those at Harvard unable to tolerate such disagreements were, happily, very few.






Preface to the Paperback Edition

At the time the hardcover edition appeared, Excellence Without a Soul sounded a note that many people seem to have been humming to themselves. “We are losing sight of one of our core missions,” one academic pointedly wrote me after reading the book. “The faculty reward system is wrong.”

In short, the relentless competition for research excellence has produced in a university system optimized for research. We all benefit from the resulting production of knowledge: universities’ scholarly discoveries and scientific inventions have brought prosperity to America and to the world. But undergraduate education has lost direction in the process.

There is little reward in today’s universities for equipping students with the knowledge and habits of mind that will make them wise and productive adults. Rarely do the structures framing undergraduate education speak of responsible citizenship or our obligation to leave the world a better place. Instead, the moral pale of the university encloses the smallest possible area. Colleagues overlook a professor’s fraud if he is an academic star. Student plagiarism is ignored if it was done for a publishing company. Professors are rewarded for individual academic excellence, but not for helping students find meaning in their own lives and a sense of their place in society. A college culture of technical rules and adjudications has replaced a culture of educational values and judgments. With no larger educational ideals to shape the undergraduate experience, decisions affecting students are calculated to satisfy their immediate demands. Academics may then complain about students’ materialism, when universities themselves are responsible for the vacuum in the institutional atmosphere. No one is looking at the big picture.

In the year that has passed since this book went to press, I have spoken at universities of every kind, from Hong Kong to New Haven.  Colleagues at other Ivy League universities told me that I described their situation with frightening accuracy. Religiously affiliated universities asked how they can retain their moral mission as they struggle to rise in the research rankings and become more secular in the process. Foreign universities wondered how they can capture the creativity of American research universities without importing their aimlessness as well.

2006–2007 was a busy year at Harvard. In September 2006, a new general education committee produced a striking proposal. It has a clear rationale, which includes preparing students for civic engagement and teaching them that they exist within traditions of art, ideas, and values. Whatever the outcome of Harvard’s curricular debates, the prospects for liberal education have improved with the appointment as president of a fine historian, Drew Gilpin Faust. A task force chaired by Dean Theda Skocpol offered strong recommendations about changes to the tenure process to give greater weight to teaching and advising. Most significantly, the Skocpol report posits that the balance between teaching and research is not an either-or: Education can be improved, without compromising scholarly excellence, if only the university gives proper attention to both.

It is too soon to know what educational changes will accompany the leadership changes at Harvard. But undergraduate education is under discussion all over the world. In Washington, D.C., the Spellings Commission focused on the socially transformative role of colleges. Alumni and trustees are struggling over Dartmouth’s identity as a college and/or a research university. Confucius is making a comeback at Tsinghua University in Beijing. Back in Washington, the Senate Finance Committee wants to know why colleges should benefit from borrowing at low, tax-exempt bond rates. The same ultimate questions lie behind these and other challenges to higher education. What is the purpose of a college education in the twenty-first century, and are universities fulfilling their role in society? This book puts those questions in a sharper form as it explores the tensions within one great university.

 




Brookline, Massachusetts, 
April 19, 2007







PREFACE

What Universities Have Forgotten

America’s great research universities are the envy of the world. For decades they have been wellsprings of invention and creativity in service to society. Society in turn sees the undergraduate colleges within the great research universities as the pinnacle of educational opportunity for aspiring young people. The wedding of research and teaching in universities puts the greatest experts in contact with the most promising students. In top-tier universities, the distinction of the faculty and the achievements of the students are greater each year than they were the year before. Countless families dream that their sons and daughters might attend Harvard, Princeton, Yale, or Stanford. They see admission to such schools as recognition of their children’s achievements and enrollment as a guarantee of a bright future.

Older alumni talk about how much universities have changed—how many more women and minority students there are, how much more casual students’ social and sexual lives have become, how many more laboratories and research centers there are than in their days, and perhaps how much academic standards have slipped. Yet the basic framework of undergraduate existence has hardly changed at all.

Those of us who have given our lives to these great universities take pride in thinking that they are at core the same as they ever were, only better because the students and the faculty are both better. We value stability, and even as we promote ourselves as constantly looking to the future, we shy away from radical changes. Distance learning may be a great idea, but the ivy walls of our dormitories and classrooms are part of what it means to be an Ivy League college. College athletics may be out of control in some places, but a college that did not have a football team would be as alien as one that served only croissants for breakfast.  The college within the great, old research university is an American icon, and even at their most progressive, American icons want to remain recognizable to American citizens.

Yet the alumni observers are not wrong either. Deep changes have occurred in these old colleges, changes far more profound than the new skin colors and buildings that the alumni notice at their reunions. Old institutional structures survive, but many have lost their meaning. The curriculum is richer than ever, but it is no longer wrapped around any identifiable ideals. Professors still give grades to students, but the grades are now credentials for graduate schools rather than instructional feedback from professor to student. The disciplinary system has evolved into an adversarial minicourt rather than an instrument of moral instruction, an opportunity to help the young grow up and become responsible adults. And intercollegiate athletes, with their heavy training regimens and long competitive seasons, seem to defy an intellectual undergraduate ideal. They are seen instead as specialists taking unseemly joy in physical competition and motivated by materialistic incentives for their college education.

In short, universities have forgotten their larger educational role for college students. They succeed, better than ever, as creators and repositories of knowledge. But they have forgotten that the fundamental job of undergraduate education is to turn eighteen- and nineteen-year-olds into twenty-one- and twenty-two-year-olds, to help them grow up, to learn who they are, to search for a larger purpose for their lives, and to leave college as better human beings. So totally has the goal of scholarly excellence overshadowed universities’ educational role that they have forgotten that the two need not be in conflict. Lip service to education remains, in the form of teaching prizes and student public service programs. Some professors embody the ideal of the great scholar of visible moral integrity. Peruse the speeches of the leadership of any university and you will see plenty of talk about the world’s problems, about the pursuit of knowledge, about hard work and success. Rarely will you hear more than bromides about personal strength, integrity, kindness, cooperation, compassion, and how to leave the world a better place than you found it. The greater the university, the more intent it is on competitive success in the marketplace of faculty, students, and research money. And the less likely it is to talk seriously to students about their development into people of good character who will know that they owe something to society for the privileged education they have received.

While I served as dean of Harvard College, I tried to address some of these problems, as they manifested themselves at Harvard. Possibly I became part of these problems instead, or of new ones. In 2003 I surrendered my position in the administration and focused again on full-time teaching and research. This book is the fruit of my effort to understand what I grappled with in the dean’s office. Viewing the problems across perspectives of space and time, I hope to shed light on where they came from, why they seem so intractable, and what is needed to resolve them.

I have been a Harvard professor for more than thirty years, having started in 1974. Over the decades I have heard many academic discussions about teaching, about the curriculum, about grading, about athletics, and about responding to student misdeeds. I have almost never heard discussions among professors about making students better people. Professors are warned to look for signs of emotional distress in students and to steer them to mental health services. But what most students need more than psychiatric referrals is help shaping the lives that they themselves, and not their parents, will lead. Presidents, deans, and professors rarely tell students simple truths, for example that the strategizing and diligence that got them into the college of their choice may not, if followed thoughtlessly, lead to an adult life they will find worth living.

Events at Harvard, where I have spent my academic career, are the texts I analyze, the source of anecdotes and data on which I base this analysis of higher education. Much of what happens at Harvard happens elsewhere; a similar book could have been written about any of our great old universities. Yet in some ways Harvard is unique; it is the oldest university in America, and so it has set many standards, for good or ill, and even among icons it holds, in the public imagination, a distinctive preeminence. The illustrations I draw from Harvard may be typical or may be extreme, but they are all true, all telling, all indicators of broader trends.

In this book I explain how Harvard and our other great universities lost sight of the essential purpose of undergraduate education. Education is not the teaching of dates and formulas and laws and names and places. Education, in fact, is not mere classroom teaching at all. Pedagogy is often excellent at research universities, and often not. But whether they experienced good or bad classroom teaching, college graduates who pick up their notebooks and transcripts at their twenty-fifth reunion realize that almost none of the facts and figures  stuck to their ribs. They are more likely to remember a brilliant instructor than what that instructor taught. Nonetheless, alumni report that they learned a lot in college. In the words of James Bryant Conant, “Education is what is left after all that has been learnt is forgotten.”1 By that standard, what education will today’s college graduates take with them?

Ages eighteen to twenty-two are a developmentally appropriate time for young people to leave their parents and become immersed in the life of the mind. They are ripe to draw energy and inspiration from their independence and from an assault of new information and challenging ideas. College, at its best, is where students start to understand themselves and to find ideals and objectives for their lives. They are of an age where the burden of responsibility shifts—students arrive out of a state of dependency on their parents, and depart to take responsibility for themselves and for society. Students much younger than seventeen are not ready for the independence that college provides, and students well into their twenties may be too old to make best use of the opportunity for dramatic personal change. And yet universities seem oblivious to the opportunity they have to shape lives—even though the age of their undergraduates has evolved, over time, by a rational and intentional process, to span exactly these critical years of personal development.

Colleges provide well the practical things that support students’ personal growth. They furnish the necessities of daily life within a comfortable community of peers and professors. At the top universities, financial aid is sufficiently generous that few students need to earn large amounts of money to attend. With the amenities for a real education in place, why do colleges within the great research universities now fail in their larger mission?

The how and the why of this failure, and its consequences, are the subjects of this book. Universities have lost the sense that their educational mission is to transform teenagers, whose lives have been structured by their families and their high schools, into adults with the learning and wisdom to take responsibility for their own lives and for civil society. The loss of mission need not be permanent, but the great universities will have to want to restore idealism to undergraduate education in order to realize their potential.






INTRODUCTION

Hollow Excellence


Shape without form, shade without colour,
 Paralysed force, gesture without motion


—T. S. Eliot (A.B. 1909), The Hollow Men





Universities are complicated places. They serve constituencies that have conflicting agendas. They occupy an exalted place in the eyes of society at large. It is not surprising that they face complex problems and that it is difficult to find wise and principled responses. Watching universities struggle to resolve problems reveals much about what does and doesn’t make them tick.

The hard questions facing universities are hard for good reasons. Colleges’ failures can result from lapses of institutional will or from faculty laziness. Sometimes money stands in the way of solving a problem. But many hard problems have a long history. They have not been solved because they involve conflicting values, and because there is no natural point of equilibrium between the contrary forces. Universities lack confidence that they know what they are doing. They have lost their sense of how to fit their problems into an encompassing educational mission.

This book reflects on struggles Harvard College faced during the years I served as dean. The problems are how and what we teach, how and why we assign grades to students, how we do or do not help students develop a sense of responsibility for themselves, and how money affects students generally and college athletes in particular. These struggles are interesting in part because each has a cyclical history, a sure sign that the university cannot sustain a truce in a long war of conflicting values. Universities have had wiser voices on these matters at some moments than others, and today we are distressingly short of good sense.

All universities, great and small, share these problems. But few universities can boast that their postures today are born of principle and confidence. The hollowness of current responses exposes a loss of wisdom—a loss that is not inevitable but that will take principled leadership to recover.


Teaching. Teaching in its broadest sense embraces all the lessons colleges convey to students during the formative years they spend as undergraduates. Classroom pedagogy is one aspect of teaching, but so are the purposes and structure of the curriculum and the perennial issues of advising and student-faculty contact. Every quarter century or so, colleges reconsider their curricula in response to developments in culture and society. Curricular reviews, then, should provide opportunities for reflection on society as well as on academia. The roles given to science, engineering, and the humanities are indicators of how the university perceives its role in shaping the worldview of undergraduates.

Harvard’s most recent curriculum review began in 2002, a year after the appointment as president of Lawrence H. Summers, an economist and former U.S. Treasury Secretary. Summers’s tumultuous presidency turned out to be the shortest since Cornelius Conway Felton died in office in 1862. On a Friday night in January 2006, the dean of the Faculty resigned, reportedly at Summers’s insistence. Summers himself resigned a few weeks later in the heat of Faculty complaints about his judgment, management, and integrity. Meanwhile, several review committees advanced curricular recommendations for possible Faculty action in the spring. Some professors grumbled about the review’s lack of inspiration, already reported in a harsh critique in the New York Times. Others were ready to approve the changes, content that the proposed curriculum would demand little of either professors or students. Yet others thought it unwise to make any curricular changes in a climate of Faculty rancor and administrative chaos.

From the beginning, science and globalization drove the review. These would be the engines of human progress in the coming decades, and Harvard College needed to make these themes central to undergraduate education. The new curriculum would marginalize the humanities. At the same time, the academic disciplines themselves provided the raw materials from which an undergraduate curriculum should be composed, as though students going to college en route to careers in business, law, or medicine were doing something slightly out of place at Harvard. This superimposition of economic motivations on  ivory-tower themes has exposed a university without a larger sense of educational purpose or a connection to its principal constituents. We have forgotten that we teach the humanities to help students understand what it means to be human. We have forgotten that students from families with little money may not share the assumptions that well-to-do families have about the purpose of education. And we have forgotten that universities could not teach students about our interconnectedness in a global society were it not for the freedoms that American society provides to citizens.

In early 2006 Harvard’s academic self-study was meandering toward an uncertain result. Reports were issued in bureaucratic prose reminiscent of Washington at its worst, touting such objectives for a Harvard education as “to further facilitate flexibility for intellectual exploration and opportunities for cross-disciplinary study.” The bottom line was that nothing in Harvard’s curriculum was held to be more important for Harvard students to learn than anything else. Like a mother of quarreling children, Harvard looked at its thirty-two academic departments and their countless subspecialties and declared that they were all loved equally. The president, having failed to stamp his plan on the Faculty’s thinking, withdrew from the process entirely. The professors who carried out the review proposed instead a curriculum with no meaningful expectations at all, a formula they hoped would please their students and avoid academic turf wars among themselves. Whether the Faculty resists or endorses the proposed low-stress curriculum will test Harvard’s claim to leadership in American higher education. Academic leaders have in the past regarded new curricula at Harvard as important models for other colleges and newsworthy indicators of intellectual trends. Early signs are that the flaccid curriculum toward which Harvard was moving in early 2006 will be ignored.

Private universities occupy a privileged position in American society. They are the beneficiaries of a social compact. In exchange for the benefits that universities provide to society, they receive tax exemptions as well as specific liberties in support of their academic mission. Thus the public has an interest in questioning whether universities are holding up their end of the deal on which their privileges rest, whether they are providing the education America’s brightest and most ambitious citizens should receive.

Less noisy than curricular debates, but equally consequential for those being educated, are serious discussions of the relationship between  colleges and their students. Why, for example, is it so hard for colleges to satisfy families’ reasonable expectation that students at expensive colleges will have help negotiating their way to their degrees and to adulthood? Problems of student-faculty contact, instruction, and advising have deep roots, dating to the days in the nineteenth century when Harvard and other universities emerged from colonial colleges that had far more limited ambitions. Many pious statements have been expressed about professors who are both great teachers and great scholars, and some of the pieties are true. But research universities have never convincingly decided what relationship faculty should have with undergraduates. We are still living with the aftershocks of an earthquake that happened more than a hundred years ago, when colleges became universities.

Indeed, the aftershocks are growing stronger, not weaker. Professors are hired as scholars and teachers, not as mentors of values and ideals to the young and confused. Instead of expecting professors to help students, universities hire counselors and advisors, and even take pride in absolving faculty of responsibility by touting peer advising systems that use students to do the job professors should do. Meanwhile, our official rhetoric continues to claim that the professors are the true source of guidance for students. For institutions that take pride in telling the truth, that hypocrisy is embarrassing.


Grading. Few subjects are as great a delight to critics of prominent universities as grading practices. People almost always attribute inflated grades to some modern corruption of higher education, perhaps the chaos at universities that accompanied the Vietnam War era. But evaluation is as old as teaching, and complaints about soft grading are of nearly the same antiquity. The cycles of complaint and reaction are so regular, and they started so early, that “grade inflation” must have deeper causes. In fact, faculty members cannot decide how to grade because they do not agree on the purpose of grading—is it meant as an objective measurement, a credential for the benefit of graduate schools and prospective employers, or is it meant to motivate students to learn and to reward them if they do? With no consensus on the purpose of grading, there is likely to be little consensus on the standards to be used. Unless universities affirm that grading has mainly an educational purpose, faculty will continue to bristle at university policies adopted under pressure of public embarrassment.


Personal responsibility. The relationship of the student to the college is increasingly that of a consumer to a vendor of expensive goods  and services. The high purchase price is justified in the mind of the consumer on the basis of even higher future return. Yet colleges can and once did have a very different view of their role with students, a role in helping them set standards of personal behavior for themselves, of helping them learn to live up to an honorable ideal of personal integrity. That role of moral education has withered, conflicting with the imperative to give students and their families what they want for the money they are paying. Under pressure to make students happy so that the all-important survey rankings will stay high, colleges feed students candy rather than tougher stuff that will strengthen their ethical bones. As a result, we hold students as fledglings rather than push them out of the nest. Simply put, colleges no longer do a good job of helping students grow up.

In one area colleges cannot make students happy because they are each other’s adversaries: The disciplinary system, created as an instrument of instruction, has come under severe pressure in the highly public case of date rape. Should universities try to be ahead of society in setting standards for the prevention and adjudication of peer rapes, as they have been in so many areas of social progress? The choices are not easy, especially when society itself is unsettled on some of the important tensions, such as the balance between the presumption of innocence of an accused male and the presumption of truthfulness of a female complainant.

The apparatus of the old disciplinary system, meant mainly to handle adolescent indiscretions, has responded clumsily to these serious criminal charges. The placating responses made by Harvard—the creation of new definitions for rape and new judicial processes for responding to allegations of rape—dramatically illustrate the extent to which a great university has forgotten that its first job should be to turn students into adults. Colleges have designed an artificial and infantilizing sexual world for students to live in. As a result, expectations about personal actions and their consequences in college are wildly out of line with those in the world students will face beyond college. In the area of student sex, colleges act as though the way to turn students into responsible adults is to treat them like children.


Money and students. There has never been a time when money did not matter to universities, but the raising, charging, and spending of money affects higher education to an unprecedented degree today. At most universities, severe financial pressures have reduced offerings to  students. But at the Ivy League universities and other highly competitive schools, students receive more and better amenities and services and a curriculum that is bigger, if not necessarily better. The competition to enroll the best students drives these colleges to build better dormitories and gyms and to offer more generous financial aid programs, at the same time as they charge higher and higher tuition to those able to pay the “sticker price.” To keep their students and families happy, colleges shape their programs around student demands and desires. It would be easy to think that the higher-education marketplace is working in favor of these fortunate students, even as it is working against students at second-tier colleges and state universities.

In fact, the free market is not working to students’ advantage, because not all students need the same things. Universities are acting not on what students need but on what they myopically claim to want. The great universities have used their financial resources to open their doors to qualified students of limited means, but have thought little about how they fit into the consumer culture that governs the relationship of students to the university. Students who have little money are especially concerned about jobs and careers, for example, but Harvard portrays employability as antagonistic to the true purposes of a liberal education. At the same time, the empty curriculum is so removed from the real world that many students learn how capitalist economies create jobs from the solicitations of companies eager to hire them. Something is wrong with our educational system when so many graduating Harvard seniors see consulting and investment banking as their best options for productive lives.

Intercollegiate athletics are an important special case in the struggle over students and money in higher education. College sports are a major cultural phenomenon in America and a force shaping the undergraduate experience at virtually all colleges. For many Americans, athletic skill is the one form of excellence developed in universities that they can recognize and admire. But a great deal has been written in recent years—as in not so recent years—about the distortion of academic values caused by overemphasis on athletic competition. Universities, especially the leading state universities, spend vast sums on athletic programs in which only a handful of students participate. Few universities break even financially on their athletic programs; certainly none of the Ivy League schools do.

Nevertheless, the harsh critiques of college athletics have caused remarkably little to change. Americans, for reasons rooted deep in our  past, want colleges to take athletic competition seriously. But the scale at which money now changes hands raises in sharp form old questions about intercollegiate athletes: Are they really amateurs? Does the NCAA definition of amateurism correspond to a noble amateur ideal of indifference to money and competitive success? And why does money pollute students but not colleges? These questions are particularly germane in the Ivy League, which does not offer athletic scholarships and whose athletes are disproportionately from low-income groups.

The entire philosophical basis of the amateurism standard in intercollegiate athletics is questionable. Institutional policies and practices have not caught up with the changed realities of the socioeconomically diverse student body. Amateurism was born as a vehicle for separating the social classes in Victorian England. When the concept was imported to America, the social-class rationale was no longer stated explicitly but was enforced implicitly by the ban on compensation. Today, with colleges enrolling more low-income students and with high-income parents pouring large sums of money into the coaching and training of their children, the amateur-professional division no longer draws the correct distinction. It benefits universities but not their students. It discourages, more than it supports, students’ pursuit of excellence in the one domain where excellence can be unambiguously determined. At the same time as the standards of dignity and mutual respect associated with amateurism need reinforcement, the financial constraints on students need to be relaxed, albeit very carefully and selectively.

[image: 002]

Universities have only a weak and superficial grasp of the scope of their educational mission for undergraduates. They are often puzzled about what they should teach, and are uncertain, even unprincipled, in their responses to educational problems. Two main forces combine to produce these troubling circumstances—competition and consumerism.




Competition 

Competition has become intense—among students, among faculty, and among universities themselves. Competition is in itself neither good nor bad, but it has both good and bad consequences. Unquestionably, the rewards of being part of a top-tier university have caused  competition for both student and faculty slots that has made both groups better in certain important ways. Yet while the competition has drawn better faculty and students to the top universities, it has driven the two groups apart.

The professors, vying for positions and promotions at the great research universities, are ever more narrowly trained, more specialized, and more advanced in their specialties. Tenure is given mostly for research, in part for teaching, and not at all for interest or skill in helping students become adults. Few of today’s professors enter academia as a mission, a noble calling. Of those who do, few survive to tenure at top universities. The pressure to publish a great deal in a short time makes academic writing duller, less adventurous, and more technical, since junior faculty members opt to write what they know to be acceptable to the journals and academic presses. In the sciences and some of the social sciences, the dependence of research on government financial support distorts the directions in which truth is sought. As patentable inventions hold the promise to enrich the university, professors view their relations with industry as being as important as their relations with students.

Anyone analyzing the hiring and promotion standards of a research university will wonder not why the professors care so little about students, but why so many do care, in spite of the lack of incentives and rewards. Sometimes in the sciences, but especially in the humanities, the scholars who make the greatest contributions are those whose depth of knowledge is matched by their breadth of understanding, those able to draw on interesting things that were learned even though they seemed irrelevant. Such breadth is exactly what makes professors inspiring and wise mentors to the young. Sadly, it is given scant value in the process by which young faculty members are hired and promoted.

Raising the standards for tenure has narrowed the selection criteria for faculty, bringing in men and women more accomplished in their particular research programs but less concerned with the welfare of students at large. There are many notable exceptions. At Harvard, the Masters of the residential Houses have chosen to give their time and energy to their communities. Senior professors who knit together a residential fellowship of faculty, graduate assistants, and undergraduates, they compromise their careers as scholars and sacrifice their personal privacy and that of their families to live cheek by jowl with hundreds of students. No one would choose that existence without a deep  desire to help young people mature. But the narrowing of the faculty, the trend away from polymaths and toward specialists, and the lessening of concern for students’ hearts and souls in favor of almost exclusive interest in their minds are natural consequences of the way professors are now chosen.

Universities aspire to increase the ethnic and gender diversity of the faculty, though that goal will be hard to attain. Rarely do they even suggest that professors should be responsible for students as whole human beings during their crucially formative years, or that professors should be chosen, trained, or evaluated with that objective in mind. Many pressures affect the process that creates the Harvard faculty: There are imperatives to hire the people who will make the next great scientific discoveries, the people who can carry forward some tradition of learning that will disappear from the earth if it does not exist at Harvard, the people who will make an impact in the world of arts and letters, the people who will have influence in Washington and in Beijing, the people who will help the Harvard faculty more closely resemble the Harvard student body, the people who will be acceptable in a classroom setting. And the process of faculty hiring takes place in an intensely competitive environment—every other research university has the same goals. Yet there is no competitive pressure for faculty who will help students to become better people.

Professors have become more specialized in their interests, which are ever more distant from what ordinary citizens understand or care about. Academic presses now publish books selling fewer than 300 copies. “The demands of productivity,” a humanities editor says, “are leading to the production of much more nonsense.” At the same time, students have become more representative of America and even of the world. Students whose ethnicity, gender, social class, economic circumstances, or geographical origin would have made them unlikely to attend Harvard or Princeton or Yale a generation ago now comprise a majority of the student body.

The faculty and the students share their success in academic competition but are wildly different in their goals in life. Few students arrive at college wanting to be professional academics; most professors have never wanted to be anything else. Many families regard top-tier universities as gateways to a secure future; many professors feel themselves isolated from, and even contemptuous of, the larger and less academically inclined society. Many professors see a liberal education as  fostering as much respect for their particular academic virtuosity as for the next professor’s; many parents see a liberal education as the entrée to a bright future in the world of finance, medicine, or law. And few students, parents, or professors see a liberal education as what it once was: a period in which young people can be freed from the presumptions and prejudices with which they were raised, freed by the power of ideas to pursue their own path in life.

As the pool of college-bound students has enlarged over the past half century, the student bodies at the top-tier universities have grown very little in size. There are many excellent universities, and the preeminence of the top tier in the public imagination is an irrational—if understandable—national obsession. The top few schools are perceived as the big prizes, and everyone knows which schools they are. Ambitious families watch U.S. News and World Report closely every August, eager for their children to attend one of the colleges near the top of the page.

The larger applicant pool and the generally stable size of Harvard’s student body have combined to cause the one thing everyone knows about Harvard admissions: It is next to impossible to get in. Parents, teachers, and alumni are understandably bewildered and angry when a high school student with impeccable objective qualifications, the best student seen in years, is turned down for admission. Even if academic talent were the only admissions criterion, objective tests are far too insensitive to distinguish among the students in the Harvard applicant pool. The top quarter of the class scored at least 1580 (sum of verbal and math) on the SAT I, and even students in the bottom tenth percentile posted scores of around 1320. Valedictorians are a dime a dozen at Harvard—the admissions office could fill the whole class with them if it wanted to. As it is, about 90 percent of Harvard students graduated in the top 5 percent of their high school class.

Because so many applicants present high grades and test scores, Harvard makes admissions decisions with the aid of nonnumeric information. What might catch the imagination of the admissions committee when considering one student but not another can be hard to divine. As often as not, admissions officers look for a capacity to make the absolute most of the available opportunities. A student who has achieved the maximum with limited opportunities is more promising than a student who has achieved more in absolute terms but less relative to what was possible. Some see in this philosophy a flawed sort of  “comparable worth” theory of admissions. Is fine poetry by a child of parents who do not read books more worthy than an excellent science project by a child of two biology professors?

It is understandably difficult for parents and applicants to recognize that admission is not a game with prizes granted to the students with the longest résumés. Achievements of the past may provide evidence of promise for the future, but the objective of the admissions process is to invest in the future, not to reward the past. The laborious recruitment and selection process, with all its contradictions and disappointments and balancing of imponderables, is an attempt to create a community of individuals who, after living and studying together for four years, will go on to change the world for the better in all kinds of different ways. The large mission is to affect all of society—including the academic world, though future academics have never been the principal product of Harvard College.

That subjectivity is hard for disappointed candidates and their parents to understand, and it can also puzzle the professors. A good student, one who shows promise even to go on to postgraduate work in science or the humanities, may lose out to a less stellar student who is extraordinarily excellent at some nonacademic pursuit. How can this be right, when Harvard is, first and foremost, an academic institution? Harvard seeks more than its share of academic stars, but relatively few students each year gain admission solely on the basis of academic qualifications. The larger objective of the selection process is not to pick people who have the best high school transcripts but to pick people who will make a difference in the world. Those who are simply “good students” finish the academic race far behind Harvard’s dazzling top students. Deprived of the only thing that distinguished them in high school, “good students” can wind up sadly adrift at Harvard. Students need something in which they can achieve excellence and take pride. A healthy college does not consist entirely of high school valedictorians, many of whom would be miserable in the bottom half of their college class. Raising the academic level of Harvard College by admitting more valedictorians and letting them compete against one another for academic honors might, for better or worse, produce more professors and fewer doctors, engineers, businesspeople, and lawyers; it would surely produce more suicide victims.

The student body has undergone radical change over the past forty years. Fewer than 40 percent of those who graduated with me in 1968  attended Harvard on financial aid; more than 70 percent of Harvard students do today. Most of my classmates were white, and most were men. Today, few generalizations about the student body would withstand scrutiny. Name any identifiable group, and the odds of gaining admission today are below 50 percent. Yet universities relentlessly compete for the top students in the applicant pool. There are only so many prizewinning mathematicians, top quarterbacks, and published poets among high school seniors, and every university wants to enroll the best of the best.

The bottom line is that most Harvard students are talented, but the reasons aren’t always obvious in the professor-student context. Students have told me they were reluctant to consider attending Harvard, having a snooty or brainy stereotype in their minds, until they met other accepted students who were also making their decisions. Students are relieved to discover that their fellow students “seem normal.” Of course, they aren’t really “normal”; it isn’t normal to be as smart as Harvard students tend to be, and it isn’t normal to have a cross-section of American ethnic and religious groups sleeping in double bunks. But what is normal to these students is that the cleverness and compelling individual stories and ebullient ambition are broadly shared, even though geography and ethnicity and gender are varied. A typical Harvard entering class includes half the members of USA Today’s All-USA High School Academic First Team, and more than a third of all the National Merit Scholars in the country. A certain level of distinction is normal at Harvard, and it is both enjoyed and ignored.

The result of Harvard’s reaching out in so many directions is unprecedented, intense pressure for admission. Harvard and other colleges get blamed for the stress of the admissions process, but the colleges are only allocating a scarce resource sought by more and more people. Families, mistakenly believing that there is a magic formula for admission, program their children to accumulate credentials and try to keep every aspect of their children’s lives spotless.

This competition, like all competitions, has its merits—students come to college with remarkable skills and achievements. But since they have seen their secondary education as aimed at winning the admission game rather than at laying a foundation for later life, they arrive ill equipped for the freedom that college provides. Some respond by substituting for the admissions game a competition to get admitted to a top graduate school or to get a job offer from a top company. Others have a sufficiently firm psychological foundation to make good use of their freedom. But too many students, perhaps after a year or two spent using college as a treadmill to nowhere, wake up in crisis, not knowing why they have worked so hard—or realizing, perhaps, that they do not want the future for which their parents pushed them so hard and sacrificed so much.

It is the fortunate student, in such an existential dilemma, who can find guidance from a professor. More likely, if help is to be found anywhere, it is in the sympathetic ear of the staff—the hired advisors, the psychological counselors, the athletic coaches, the financial aid officers, perhaps the graduate student teaching assistants or even fellow undergraduates designated as official advisors. Faculty members often think that anyone admitted to such a prestigious university ought to be grateful to be studying what the professors are offering, and they grumble about why admissions slots have been wasted on such unmotivated students. A vicious cycle results: The university administration responds to student dissatisfaction with the faculty by hiring more student support staff, rather than by endangering the university’s competitive position in the market for professors by expecting better of them.

Competition is neither good nor bad, any more than other economic realities have intrinsic moral direction. But the competition for success in the marketplace of the great research universities has insidious negative consequences for the way they operate and for what students should expect from them.




Consumerism and the American dream 

At the same time as universities compete for the top students, the price universities charge for attendance has soared. A single year’s bill at most private universities, not just the top-tier ones, is now about the same as the median U.S. household income. The top universities provide generous need-based financial aid, which enables the less economically advantaged students to attend without placing backbreaking burdens on their families. Low-income parents have, nonetheless, made sacrifices to prepare their children for college, which they rightly recognize as the way to economic security they have not enjoyed.

When the high-income group paying top dollar and the low-income group seeking social and economic advancement arrive at a university that has no particular educational mission in mind, the high expectations  and demands from the students and their families meet shallow, pacifying responses from the university. Some families want value for money, and some want a clear shot at the future. Some complain about the full range of material deliverables, from double bunks and food service to the lack of institutionally structured social life. Others combat the senseless academic requirements hammered out by faculty, years earlier, in some interdepartmental compromise no professor or dean can remember or explain. At Harvard, at least, students are bewildered by how the university proudly denies preprofessional curricular options to students who in great numbers will enter the professions after they graduate. The universities, eager to maintain their attractiveness in the marketplace, respond by matching concessions to complaints rather than offering educational vision. They improve students’ physical amenities; they create beer halls on campus; and whatever the curricular complaint, they respond by relaxing requirements so that students can do what they want to do. What the universities will not do, however, is to place unsustainable demands on the professors, who are themselves free agents in a competitive market. And the universities wonder why students are still unhappy.

Students are unhappy because too many faculty members are not interested in them, except as potential academics, and the curriculum is designed more around the interests of the faculty than around the desires of the students or their families. Both the university and those attending it miss the larger point: The way to make the university experience more satisfying is to recognize and support its larger educational purpose.

In a competitive environment, in which the university wants the best students from the entire world’s population and the best faculty from all the world’s Ph.D.’s, public image has become much more important than when universities relied on self-reproducing pools of students and professors. Offices of communications and public relations play significant roles in every major university. Deans and professors are discouraged from talking to the press, lest they say something “offmessage” from an official university position. As an unhappy consequence, media scrutiny regularly draws attention away from the real issues, and public embarrassment drives decisions that should be made with more principled deliberation.

When the press of bad news drives policies, universities patch things that look bad rather than understand and repair things that truly are  broken. By spending time on grading policies or on the number of football players in the freshman class, as all the Ivy League colleges have done in recent years, these great universities have addressed symbols in which the media or other targeted groups have interest. But they have missed the opportunity to improve undergraduate education in far more significant ways. General pronouncements about commitment to worthy ideals, such as close student-faculty contact and stiff grading standards, sound dignified and make good copy. University leaders like sweeping generalities because they entail none of the internal risks of going after negligent professors or departments—though they also yield none of the potential rewards of focused efforts.

A particularly troubling pathology occurs when even the governing boards do not know what is going on. Universities were never truly ivory towers, and they should not be; they are privileged with independence and public support because they serve society. Thus public scrutiny is appropriate and important. But one irony of the current climate at Harvard is that as the school has adjusted to relentless scrutiny from external media, the institution that historically provided “public” scrutiny, the alumni-elected Board of Overseers, has become carefully managed and quite docile. Its members learn of important changes at Harvard by reading about them in the papers. Remarkably, this shift has continued even as the regulation of corporate governance in other businesses has intensified as a result of the misdeeds of notoriously inattentive boards of directors.

Universities increasingly communicate, even to their own families, via press releases rather than through thoughtful letters and reports. Reasoning becomes degraded as news communiqués avoid complex subjects. Summaries and sound bites give the media an exaggerated sense of the importance of institutional pronouncements while hiding problematic sides of the stories. Thus the universities repeatedly fail to explain illuminating tensions such as the costs of initiatives, the balance between announced goals and opposing imperatives, and what isn’t being done so other things can be done.

Such changes in the style of management and communication are not unique to Harvard, or even to universities, but they have occurred quickly and visibly at Harvard. Consider, for example, the fate of the annual reports of the president. These reports were first published in 1825 at the insistence of the Board of Overseers, so that its members would know the president’s views of the state of the university. Though  the reports comprise a selective version of history and always had a role as propaganda, for nearly two centuries they provided a record of facts and trends and a jumping-off point for discussion and debate by faculty and alumni, as well as fodder for later analyses. A decade ago, publication of the reports stopped. There is only one official view of Harvard now—the one the press office feeds to the news media.

When appearances and immediate gratification drive decisions, it is hard to keep everyone reading from the same script. Universities are full of independent-minded individuals—students, faculty, and well-intentioned administrators. Lacking a larger guiding vision and under pressure to fix immediate problems quickly, different parties make discordant decisions. Irreverent students are quick to pick up on the clashing messages and to become cynical about the university’s lack of mission.

An illustrative case study is the upheaval at Harvard about grade inflation in 2001 and 2002. At the height of the public furor, a dean cautioned the faculty that grading was so soft that students were not motivated to do their best work. Two years later, in the middle of a curricular review process that sought student approbation, and despite the increase in grades in the interim, the topic had vanished from the discourse, except when grades were called a “burden” on students. Is it any wonder that no one inside the university takes the issue seriously?

Or consider this display of cloudy vision from the academic year 2004–2005. In the fall a committee on student alcohol abuse called for freshman educational programs and observed that the problem of dangerous drinking could not be solved without also addressing “the broader fabric of student life and the social and cultural issues associated with alcohol use on campus.” By spring, pressured to improve campus “social life,” Harvard was preparing to convert a campus eatery into a pub—in spite of the fact that the only students living nearby were freshmen.

Look good and make people happy. The two do not always go hand in hand.

Undergraduates, universities like to say, are their core and primary customers. At Harvard we often hear that the College is still the center of the university, even though undergraduates no longer pay the bulk of the bills. Yet undergraduates are often the first people to be blamed for universities’ failures. Advising is bad? Well, students won’t seek it. Not enough enrollments in the language spoken on Pluto? Well, students today are so careerist they aren’t interested in the beauty of Plutonian literature. If they don’t show up for lectures, it must be because they are indifferent to learning or too interested in sports, not because the professor has given them little reason to attend. If many students take the easiest possible courses to fulfill distribution requirements, the students are heathens or slackers, even if their faculty advisors cannot give a rationale for the rules.

The tendency of university leaders and faculty to shift the blame for the failures of colleges onto the backs of the victims has tragicomic variations. If the undergraduates can’t be blamed for something, maybe it’s the fault of the graduate students; they are scapegoated, for example, for the poor quality of freshman advising at Harvard. Academic leaders restrict honors degrees to the top half of the class without telling students their class rank, and yet simultaneously blame students who graduate at the twentieth percentile for not making an effort to rise to the thirtieth. Universities affect horror when students attend college in the hope of becoming financially successful, but they offer students neither a coherent view of the point of a college education nor any guidance on how they might discover for themselves some larger purpose in life.

Especially at universities that have extraordinarily selective admissions processes, blaming the student body can be a proxy for frustration by faculty and university leaders about what America has to offer in the way of raw material for the educational mill. As long as universities strive to enroll students representative of American and even world society, and the faculty are selected primarily on the basis of narrow scholarly distinction, the tension will persist between what bright, ambitious, talented, but otherwise ordinary students want and what university faculty think they should want. Indeed, the tension is likely to get worse as socioeconomic and geographic barriers to higher education continue to crumble even as socioeconomic inequalities in the United States continue to widen. It will require courage to confront this tension directly, but sooner or later the stress will cause a rupture if it is not first relieved through candid discussion.
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The hollowness of undergraduate education derives from great successes. Universities have become preeminent research institutions but  also genuine meritocracies, admitting students on grounds of talent, ambition, and promise rather than family background or ability to pay. These students are not soulless, but their university is. As unfortunate as the side effects have been for undergraduate education, they are not inevitable. The stakeholders can force change. The public has a stake because of the contributions these institutions make in educating many of the most talented young people for a variety of significant roles in society. The alumni, trustees, and professors who recognize what has happened can apply enough pressure to steer the ship to a new heading. Changing direction requires candor about the forces that have caused the errant course. It also requires leadership that views the university idealistically, as something more than a business and something better than a slave to the logic of economic competition.

Repairing universities does not require entirely new thinking. Few of the illnesses besetting college education today are new. Concern about academic competition, grading policies, and students with more brawn than brains is particularly raw today, but none of these phenomena surfaced in universities for the first time in the late twentieth century. Presidents, professors, deans, and students have thought about these issues before and have had things to say—sometimes wiser words than those we hear today, if at other times even more absurd. We look to the history of these issues to avoid the vanity of exceptionalism—the notion that the great universities of the twenty-first century are uniquely subject to these controversies because they have become so extraordinarily advanced. We look to the past because only by seeing where problems came from can we design long-term solutions.

Of one thing we should be certain: The loss of purpose in America’s great colleges is not inconsequential. Harvard, Yale, Princeton—these places are not mere curiosities. They, and the standard they set for other universities, drive all of American higher education, on which so much of our future depends.

It was not always thus. In the middle of the nineteenth century, Harvard, the oldest of the universities, thought it was more important to America than it was. It was a college of old fogies in a nation of bubbling populism. The curriculum was fossilized, the teaching indifferent, the student body hereditary. Meanwhile, westward expansion, the industrial revolution, and waves of immigration were energizing the country. Only the jolt provided by a series of farsighted presidents saved Harvard from insignificance and propelled it toward its position  of influence on higher education and on American society. Rivalry with other great universities improved one and all, and they became home to Nobel prizewinners and future leaders of commerce, industry, and government, for which these institutions are now justly famous.

The standing of universities a century and a half ago has since been turned on its head. America’s great universities are the world’s best; they are wells from which imagination, invention, and creativity are drawn to the benefit of American society. The country’s future leaders learn the lessons, both good and bad, that they teach. Students’ discoveries and innovations will be the source of national prosperity in the coming century. Those students’ personal ethics will be the standards of government and of corporate America. Yet universities rarely speak as proponents of high ideals for future American leaders. With their focus extending beyond national borders, universities have become modest in their hopes for the United States. Reluctant to engage in political and moral controversies, they do not encourage their students to seek meaning in their studies and purpose in their lives. The future of America depends on superior education at our premier universities, not only through their curricula but also by the lessons they teach about the roles of individuals and of society. It is time to ask whether these institutions are doing the job the nation wants them to do.





CHAPTER 1

Choice and Direction

How the Curriculum Became Aimless


 



 



 



[L]et us give ample time, teachers, and oversight to the undergraduates, but let what we do for them be informed by the true University spirit; that is, let us treat them just as novices preparing to enter the higher scholarly life in some one of the multitudinous departments of modern research.

—Josiah Royce, 1891

 



 



The only way that I can see of improving . . . instruction is through increased stress on offering what should be taught rather than what the teachers wish to teach.

—LeBaron Russell Briggs, 1909



 




When an energetic student named Bill Gates showed up in my applied mathematics class during my second year teaching, I had no trouble figuring out that he was bright. In my first lecture of the term, I posed a simple problem neither I nor anyone else knew how to solve, just to show the class how problems that look easy can be hard. Gates came to my office a few days later with a solution, which he later published in a math journal along with the other professor who was teaching the course with me.

No, I figured out quickly that Gates was very smart, but smart students were nothing new to me. When I had been a Harvard undergraduate, between 1964 and 1968, I had been in classes with lots of smart undergraduates. To teach people like that was the reason I had accepted Harvard’s job offer.

I had missed the takeover of University Hall in spring 1969, the police bust, the tear gas, and the angry confrontations between and  among students and professors. After graduating, I spent two years fulfilling my service obligation during the Vietnam War. By 1974, when I was finishing my Ph.D., Harvard College was calmer than it had been when I left it six years earlier. The military draft and the assassinations of Martin Luther King Jr. and of Robert F. Kennedy had cast long shadows over my senior spring, but the sun had set on that era. College students of 1974 did not see the university as the enemy. Teaching them was an exciting prospect for me, but if I hadn’t been able to teach at a place like Harvard, I would have gone into the computer industry.

I learned a lot from Gates about talent, education, and excellence. I certainly learned humility. A Bill Gates doesn’t turn up in every Harvard class, but every class has some students who are smarter and more inspired than most of the professors. I learned to be skeptical about claims of the “value added” by universities. A Princeton professor I know quipped that the fact that my most successful student was a dropout confirmed his theory that Harvard’s value added is negative—the more Harvard education you have, the less far you go in life. I learned that Harvard students’ brilliance and drive can sometimes stay with them for their whole lives and that changing the world is not an irrational ambition for those sitting in front of me in class. I learned that it was a privilege to be a Harvard professor, and that has stayed with me every day of my teaching career. That is probably why, when the young Bill Gates dozed off in the back of my classroom, I did not yell at him too loudly. I may have sensed that he was working late at night on something more important than my problem sets, though I only later realized he had been writing the computer program that became Microsoft’s first product. In any case, I couldn’t blame him for being sleepy; I was an inexperienced and boring lecturer. And the least that should be expected of Harvard professors is to provide an education worthy of the students who are receiving it.
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The college curriculum—the academic program students follow to earn their degrees—is more than a rule book of requirements and regulations. It is an expression of what a college believes education means. As such, a decision to change the curriculum can precipitate a war of ideas about the purpose of college.

In early October 2002, Harvard began what President Lawrence Summers called “the most comprehensive review of Harvard’s curriculum in a century.” Dean of the Faculty of Arts and Sciences William C. Kirby promised from the outset to ask the most fundamental question: “What will it mean to be an educated woman or man in the first quarter of the 21st century?”

The review progressed in fits and starts over the next three years, sometimes rushing to meet arbitrary deadlines and sometimes backing up and starting over. The indecision about what would come out of the review might have been predicted from Dean Kirby’s first words, which implied that the new curriculum would not be revolutionary, whatever Harvard might think it meant to be an educated person. Majors, or something like them, would continue to exist. A series of self-answering questions signaled the moves of a standard academic game, in which those with most of the power pretend to consult others in order to solicit faculty support. Kirby asked if there would be “a shared foundation” to a Harvard undergraduate education, then quickly added that there should be. He also asked, “How can we give our students the freedom to shape their own education through elective choices?”—when elective courses are the way students determine their own course of study, unfettered by specific curricular requirements. The twenty-first-century Harvard curricular review was off to a disingenuous start.

Core, specialization, electives—these were old categories, into which Harvard had divided graduation requirements since the 1940s. The difference in this launch of a new curriculum was the lack of a sense of where it was headed, or even why the voyage had been undertaken. Kirby never said what shared foundation he had in mind, but he touted as an educational value the freedom of students to study what they wanted.

Seven months later, a faculty committee produced a hurried report that left the basic questions unanswered. The report promised fewer requirements and more choices for students, pledging to “maximize the flexibility that students have.” It identified internationalization and the scientific revolution as areas of greater emphasis, hewing perfectly to the script of President Summers’s inaugural address in fall 2001.2 Most of   the other recommendations were structural and pedagogical, for example, calendar reform and limits on the number of courses in a major. The report used the standard academic device for sweeping issues under the rug when a committee decides they are not important—a formal recommendation that they be studied further. Critics of the report quickly complained of its incoherence. Its principal author even acknowledged that the new curriculum had no particular direction but promised that a “guiding philosophy will emerge” during the subsequent year. A student critic was less hopeful, describing the report as “60 pages of stunningly bland and half-baked recommendations that straddle the line between unspecific and impossible.”

A year later a draft report on the new general education requirement was floated. One member of the committee responsible for the report described its substance in this way: “In the end the committee thought the best thing was to put a row of empty bottles up there and see how the faculty wanted to fill them.” Student reporters described the Faculty as “frustrated by an endeavor that has faltered for lack of time, guidance, and a unifying principle.”

How could the Faculty of a great university talk for two years about the most basic questions of undergraduate education and come up with a curriculum consisting of empty bottles?

Certainly there were operational problems with the review. The president was inexperienced, overly ambitious, and impatient. While many professors were involved in review committees, some were surprised to find their names attached to recommendations they had never voted on and reports they had never seen. The review was heralded as “holistic,” taking on the curriculum as a whole rather than adjusting just one part of it, but in truth it was disorganized and fragmentary. A member of my department confided that the review violated two fundamental engineering principles: Understand what problem you are trying to solve before you design a solution, and don’t change so many things at once that you won’t know what cause has what effect.
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