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To teachers and learners everywhere,
 especially Francine, Adam, and Ben, who never stop educating me








PREFACE




On an airplane flight between Washington, D.C., and Denver, Colorado, a man sitting next to me asked what line of work I was in. We had a lot of time, so I told him I manage a large community that sits on more than forty acres of land in the middle of one of the nation’s most interesting cities. I said that the community is based on a model begun in the Middle Ages and many of our traditions are derived from that time, including the rather odd appearance from time to time of people wearing ceremonial gowns and handing out ornate sheepskin documents. I watch over 5,500 residents living in numerous housing units on the site and help plan the activities of 10,000 others commuting to and from the site each day.

My workforce runs a fitness center, a hospital, two hotels, a multitude of restaurants, and various theaters where we sponsor performances by musicians, politicians, visiting heads of state, comedians, actors, and dancers. We have a number of athletic teams that compete nationwide. Accountants, lawyers, and investment brokers watch over the money we receive for our efforts. I told him I have a police force, the largest payroll in the city after the federal and local governments, and, most important, more than 1,400 experts lecturing on every subject under the sun and doing research on matters with implications for the betterment of mankind. We have librarians and computer experts who find things for members of the community to read and study. We have our own newspapers and our own TV and radio production facilities. Most of our residents stay for four years. Our enterprise is so popular that I have to hire people to decide who of the thousands who apply will be invited to be a part of our community. In my line of work, I have my share of critics, but I am pleased to say I also have a number of supporters, many of whom give me money to use for my programs. Supportive or not, many people have an opinion about how I should be doing my job.

My flight companion listened intently to my job description. Then he asked, “So, are you the mayor of a big city or something?”

 

AMERICANS REVERE their universities and root for local basketball and football teams even when they haven’t attended the university. But I think they should become better informed about these fascinating institutions, which contribute a great deal to society and also seek a great deal from it. Universities ask for our children and our understanding. They ask that we be sympathetic to—and tolerant of—academic freedom and free speech in a very special way. They ask that we be participants but at the same time give them a lot of room to do things that may seem overly critical and unwelcoming. They ask for a considerable portion of the national treasure. This is not true just of the public universities; it is true of all tax-exempt universities with research programs funded by the federal government assisting students who receive financial aid.

We need an educated, informed electorate that understands universities as human institutions and their leaders as people dancing and juggling as fast as they can to make universities flourish in the face of great challenges. In the coming years, our universities will need even more sympathy and understanding on the part of Americans because the cost of running them will not go down. They will be competing with the debt we are incurring in Afghanistan and Iraq, the cost of Social Security and other benefits for the baby boomers, health care, the cost of integrating immigrants into the body politic, and the cost of upkeep of the environment and the infrastructure.

I want you to understand what it is like to be a university president and what a university is like from the inside out. But I have not written a textbook. That is not my style and probably not what you would enjoy reading anyway. Instead, I have written a very personal and a bit unconventional book about my life as a university president. It is meant to give pleasure as well as make you think about these institutions with increased concern and empathy. Maybe it will even cause some readers to reach for a checkbook and donate to some worthy university. Welcome to my world.

 

Stephen Joel Trachtenberg

Washington, D.C.









BIG MAN ON CAMPUS








1.

ENROLLMENT IS LIFE




After announcing that I would step down from the presidency of The George Washington University—a prestigious university with an enrollment of about 20,000 located in downtown Washington, D.C.—I took an hour off to sit in front of the university’s Gelman Library with a cup of coffee and watch the passing parade of professors and young men and women students. It was a very soothing, very beautiful experience and gave me a great sense of satisfaction about my tenure as president. I thought about the surprising, challenging, and wonderful thirty years I have led while serving as president of two universities. I marveled at the notion that an admittedly quirky guy like me has managed to lead such a rewarding professional life in the traditional world of academe. I recalled some of the many interesting and often daunting issues I have dealt with during my career. I thought about my worries for the future of American higher education and the challenge of instituting innovation and efficiency in an environment where change is threatening to many. It was then that I decided I could write a book about all this—for all the people who have ever wondered what makes a university tick and what its president does all day.

Years ago I read about a little college of art in Connecticut that closed because it could no longer stay afloat fiscally. The Hartford Courant published an article about the demise of the college and quoted a faculty member who said, “I noticed that my classes were getting smaller and smaller and I thought that was a good thing because I was able to teach to smaller and smaller groups of students. It never occurred to me that it could be a sign that the school might have to fold. I was astounded!” Although the innocence of this comment might seem rather stunning to a university administrator, it is really not unusual for people to react this way because most of them believe that colleges and universities are here forever. They don’t fail like railroads or airlines or dot-com companies. Or do they?

In my last year as president of GW, there was an opinion piece in the student newspaper written by a young woman who said she thought the enrollment was too large. She proposed that we reduce it by about 2,000 students but hold the faculty and the facilities constant. I wrote to her and asked, “If we were to reduce the student body as you proposed and the average student represents $30,000 per year to the university, what number does that result in?” She wrote back, “$60 million.” I guess the figure shocked her a little, so she generously added this comment: “You don’t have to do it all at once; you can phase it in over the next ten years.” The fact is that $60 million subtracted from a university’s operating budget because of a reduction in enrollment would have to be immediately replaced, or the university would quickly head the way of that little college in Connecticut. Even if the student had conceded the need to eliminate programs and people to compensate for the loss of tuition income, what might she have wanted the administration to eliminate? Laboratories? Health services? Athletic programs? Buildings and grounds? The faculty? The university police force? Dormitories and food service? Academic programs? The administration?

Universities are very special places. Their structure and their customs are rooted in earlier times, and we are trying to preserve these ancient institutions while living in the twenty-first century, but we cannot ignore or hold at arm’s length all aspects of modern life. In fact, according to John Sexton, president of New York University, “There are 85 institutions in the world today that exist as they did 500 years ago. [These are] the English Parliament, the Papacy, eight Swiss cantons—and of the 75 remaining, 70 are universities.”

We have to pay the electric bill. We have to buy computers and more books for the library. We have to provide faculty and staff with health and dental plans, day care for their children, and salaries that allow them to live in contemporary America. Universities are not like their medieval predecessors. And they are not mom-and-pop shops. They are big, businesslike endeavors, and the president has to be able to hold a businesslike perspective at the same time that he or she understands and supports the deepest values and ambitions of the people within who are committed to scholarship and learning.

The United States has had a lock on high-quality higher education for a long time, during which people from all over the world have wanted to come to American universities. But the interest in our universities suffered a bit of a decline, exacerbated after 9/11, when we threw up walls to screen international students because of security concerns. The clock stopped, and people from other nations came to the conclusion that they did not necessarily have to go to an American university. They found plausible alternatives in Australia, Canada, New Zealand, or elsewhere. Meanwhile, many countries like China and India are rapidly building their own new universities.

America currently has many unmet needs. Forty-five million of us have no health care, and even if we ignore ethical issues, we will have to deal with that problem because it is a drag on the economy and a potential public health hazard. There are other looming obligations. These include the retiring baby boomers and the inadequate Social Security program; our infrastructure—disintegrating bridges, tunnels, and roads that were built for the smaller traffic loads of earlier years—that desperately needs to be repaired; and urban and rural schools that are in need of an overhaul. Universities are very expensive to run, and they will ultimately be called upon to become more efficient in the use of their resources. Current billion-dollar university endowment campaigns draw the attention of politicians. In 2006, when a scandal arose at American University, which is also in Washington, D.C., Senator Charles Grassley of Iowa, the ranking member of the Senate Finance Committee, labeled that university the “poster child of excess” because the president was said to be drinking $100 bottles of wine and otherwise indulging himself at the university’s expense. All of this occurred while the board of trustees was allegedly negligent in its oversight of the university’s operations and administration.

Recently we saw students acting badly at Gallaudet University, also in Washington, D.C., which is the country’s only university for the deaf. These students were dissatisfied with the selection of Dr. Jane K. Fernandes, the university’s provost, to serve as the next president of the university. Fernandes is a deaf person, but she was not “deaf enough” for the Gallaudet student body, which apparently has unwritten rules for how to be deaf. She grew up speaking and reading lips—not signing, as some students seem to feel is mandatory for membership in the culture of deafness—and, in breach of the students’ notion of deaf authenticity, she attended mainstream public schools and universities rather than schools for the deaf. Although the Gallaudet Board of Trustees had already approved the choice of Fernandes to be the president, the student protests that followed closed the school and ultimately led to a revote by the board repudiating its earlier selection. This was the second time in an eighteen-year period that the students had succeeded in shutting down the school over the issue of the new president’s deafness, an unhappy legacy for the school to have to overcome in the years ahead.

Fernandes was deprived of the presidency before she was even inaugurated. The outgoing Gallaudet president, I. King Jordan, had been put into office eighteen years earlier, after the students, with the support of faculty, alumni, and friends of the university, rejected the selection of a hearing president and shut the campus over the issue. As a result, Jordan became the first deaf president of the school. After the Fernandes incident, Jordan was moved to write in an editorial, “When I announced that I was stepping down as president…I spoke of the health of the university and said that Gallaudet was well positioned for the future. Sadly, this may no longer be the case” (The Washington Post, January 22, 2007).

Most of the university’s operating budget comes from the U.S. Congress—that is, from the tax dollars of the American taxpayer. When the Gallaudet students threw their tantrum over the choice of their next president, they were saying in effect, “We own this university and will get what we want by shutting it down.” In a civilized university, you simply don’t decide who the president is by making it impossible to function.

These students—and some of their professors, apparently—seemed to have forgotten that our countrymen tend to be committed to both democracy and due process, even if we don’t always agree with the outcome. One example of this is the country’s accession to the Supreme Court’s decision regarding the outcome of the 2000 presidential election. No one took to the streets to close down the government or the Supreme Court. Instead, the people demonstrated their belief in the rule of law and accepted the outcome. But in the Gallaudet situation, the board of trustees allowed anarchy to reign and, under pressure from the students, cravenly reversed its presidential appointment. Because Gallaudet is dependent on taxpayers’ money, if I were in Congress, I would have said during the protest, “If the students don’t go back to class and there isn’t some orderly process for deciding on the president, I am going to start cutting appropriations. And then we can let them take over the place and we’ll see how they manage to pay the bills.”

The Gallaudet protestors showed absolutely no respect for their university or the protocols of the academy. And the faculty of Gallaudet failed in its important obligation to teach their students how to behave like university-educated people. Not surprisingly, following these shameful events, the Middle States Commission on Higher Education said it would delay the university’s accreditation renewal. According to an article in The Washington Times (February 22, 2007), the commission cited, among the reasons for the delay, its “concerns about the functionality of Gallaudet’s governance system.” An old and trusted institution of higher learning has been severely damaged by this disgraceful episode, and Congress would be justified in imposing sanctions to protect the institution.

In June 2007, several months after these shocking events at the university, the Middle States Commission on Higher Education placed the university on probation, a melancholy proof of the seriousness of the institution’s problems. I am not surprised that the university’s accreditor took a harder look as a result of these events and found even more things that were troublesome about the institution. It is not difficult to understand that an interested third party viewing the institution from the outside would see the need for a more in-depth review. I also don’t doubt the purity of heart of the people at Gallaudet who disrupted the school and forced it to close, citing their strongly felt disagreement with the choice of a new president. However, they simply did not understand how things are done in universities. In this case, it would have been useful for them to learn the rules of engagement in an institution of higher learning.

In my judgment, Congress’s interest in higher education will continue to increase and senators will keep watching what is happening on our campuses. For one thing, they might see Harvard’s endowment going over $35 billion at the same time it is said that the school is considering yet another fund-raising campaign. The questions facing Harvard should be, When is enough enough? When does a university have the resources it needs? Surely Harvard is aware that its endowment is larger than the Gross Domestic Product of some countries. There may be a case for more, but if so, it must be made so all can see it. Harvard’s leadership might well be concerned that suddenly there could be questions from Congress about the appropriateness of a tax-exempt status for such a huge accumulation of wealth. I think Harvard is trying to appear virtuous by stopping its early-admissions program and by deciding that the university will no longer give scholarships but instead give outright grants to people whose families make under $40,000 per year. They must realize, however, that this last declaration is insignificant because the number of people affected by these initiatives at Harvard is minuscule. In any case, I think we may see congressional hearings on the issue of allowing tax-exempt status for wealthy universities. This is a serious question, one that can have a devastating effect on many universities in our country that are more modestly situated.

 

IN AMERICA, where there is no natural-born nobility, we have generally strived to achieve rank on our own, and one way to become a member of the “American elite” has come from being associated with one of the prestigious American universities. One such group of prestigious institutions includes the Ivy League, MIT, and Stanford University. If you have graduated from one of these institutions, that fact can have a defining effect on your entire life. But this has become somewhat less true as the country has become more heterogeneous and more interesting overall during the last several decades. We are seeing increasing numbers and distinguishing kinds of elite state universities, and there is now more excellence available to a much larger section of the population.

The average tenure of a university president is currently about eight years. This is an important piece of data. Universities often take a full year or more to carefully go through a search process to identify a new president, and in no time they have to do it all over again! In the first year of office, the person is getting to know the job. In the last year, the person is preparing to leave. That leaves only six years in which to get something done. Surely that is not enough time for a university president to formulate a vision of what an institution should be doing and do what is necessary to bring that vision to reality.

 

BEING A university president has a Sisyphean quality to it; you keep rolling boulders up the hill, and they keep rolling back down on you. But once in a while, you actually get a boulder or two up to the top and are able to get it over the other side. The Talmud says, “You cannot in your lifetime achieve all the things you are committed to doing, but this does not relieve you of the burden to keep trying.” This is a good description of the life of a university president. In my case, being the president drew on every talent, every skill, every capacity I developed in my lifetime. Moreover, no two days were ever the same. In the course of a day, I could be sitting with the vice president of advancement trying to devise a fund-raising strategy and then with the vice president for business trying to figure out what the tuition ought to be for next year and how to make budget allocations. Later in the day, I might be in a meeting with the vice president for academic affairs talking about curriculum changes and new degree programs. Or I might be in conversation with the general counsel to discuss legal matters affecting universities and focus on a few high-profile cases important to my university. Or I could have been with the vice president for student affairs talking about drinking or smoking on campus or the proper role of athletics versus the highest academic ambitions. Each day had its challenges, its rewards, and its hard knocks. And the next day, the fun started all over again, full of new issues along with issues that kept coming back again and again no matter what I did.

How should we be supporting university presidents so that they can accomplish the goals for which they were recruited? We need board members, neighbors, students, and faculty who are more aware of the president’s role and the importance of some of the issues universities face. I believe that universities seem so well-established that people think they can be criticized and kicked around and have resources extracted without realizing that there needs to be a give-back and that universities need to be nurtured and supported consistently.

A lot of philanthropy goes into universities, but it is important to remember that 80 percent of endowment assets in the country are held by only 16 percent of the universities. GW is a big university with an operating budget of less than a billion dollars a year. There are thousands of people on the payroll and thousands of students as well as hundreds of thousands of living graduates. Yet the economic model of the university is very similar to that of a theater. People arrive at the box office, buy a ticket, and give the ticket to the usher on their way to see the show. The bills of the theater are paid for by the box-office receipts. Likewise, 90 percent of GW’s bills are paid by tuition—at the box office! We are a tuition-driven institution.

When thinking about tuition, people are often misled by the media, which make much over the list price of tuition and do not recognize the various pricing plans that universities have developed in order to build greater justice and equity into the system. Universities want a broad socioeconomic spectrum of students and do not want the inability to pay full price to be a barrier to admission for qualified students. The fact is that students in America can arrange to get an education with very little of their own money. Unfortunately, the poorest students often do not get the counseling and guidance they need to take full advantage of the availability of financial aid. If I had a magic wand, I would fix this situation by improving the ability of high school counselors to help students negotiate the financial aid maze.

Tuition is a very complicated business because many people think of it as the cost of getting something. But really it is the price, not the cost, that is important. For example, certain costs—such as products and services—are basically the same for all universities. But the price differs at different institutions. Independent universities have higher tuitions because they don’t get the subvention that the state institutions do. At public institutions, the price of tuition is a political decision. The governor and the legislature can decide what price they want to charge, and they can make that price work by giving the institution the underwriting it needs to pay its bills. A private university is an economic being, its tuition price driven by the cost of running the institution—tuition plus its other sources of income. Harvard, with its endowment of $35 billion, could, if it wished, do away with tuition altogether. By contrast, GW, along with hundreds of other colleges and universities in our country, despite the appearance of solid resources, would have to close its doors if it did not have tuition income. The perilous reality faced by many a university president is this: enrollment is life.

The price of tuition is further complicated by the amount of financial aid provided by an institution. Only students who can afford to pay the full tuition are likely to be charged the sticker price. The needier students are generally subsidized in some way. The infinite number and type of pricing schemes of American universities could fill a book of their own.

 

UNIVERSITY PRESIDENTS are increasingly in the news. The experience of Lawrence Summers at Harvard is one dramatic example of this. During his tenure as Harvard’s president, Summers made a number of remarks at various occasions that touched on sensitive issues that offended some groups, including affirmative action advocates, women, and environmentalists. In 2005, while attending a conference sponsored by the National Bureau of Economics Research (NBER) on Diversifying the Science and Engineering Workforce, it was suggested that factors other than socialization could explain the disproportionate numbers of men and women in high-end science and engineering positions. Summers hypothesized that the possibility could be men’s higher capacity in relevant innate abilities. This was misconstrued by some to mean that he was suggesting that men are more intelligent than women. Summers’s speculation became public, an outcry occurred on the Harvard campus, and the national news media fanned the flames of disputation. This, along with previous controversial statements by Summers, is believed to have been the primary factor in his departure from the presidency after a period of unease. In his case, one faction of the faculty—that of the School of Arts and Sciences—was able to drive him out of office in spite of the positive reviews he got from other large groups of faculty.

Situations like these are not unusual; they have been going on for some time. In recent years, there has been a lot of turnover in university presidencies, and there will be a lot more. People are stepping down as a matter of course, but also because of some difficult situation that is in the spotlight. These are important jobs. In the coming years, there will be tremendous flux, particularly in community colleges. Where will the university presidents of the future come from?

These are not good times for university presidents. Their brief average tenure is a disaster for the individuals, and not much better for their institutions. For example, Jeffrey Lehman left Cornell University after two years, Edward Hundert left Case Western Reserve after four, Charles Karelis was out at Colgate after less than two, Evan Dobelle was out at the University of Hawaii after three, and Lawrence Summers of Harvard was forced out after five. Perhaps a special example of presidential brevity is Trinity College in Hartford, Connecticut, which had four presidents and one acting president between 2000 and 2006.

The circumstances leading to the resignations or dismissals of these presidents were all different. But the results for the universities were similar; a void at the top, the cost and labor of a premature search, and an uneasy succession. I wonder if Harvard would be what it is today had James Bryant Conant, Nathan M. Pusey, and Derek C. Bok not served consecutively for a total of nearly sixty years, from 1933 to 1991, with roughly equal tenures. It is hard to imagine that Harvard, absent three generations of their steady leadership, would have grown to be such a great American institution. After my nineteen years at GW, it would be wonderful for the university to have the next president serve an equally long term and then for his successor to do the same. Whether that would turn GW into Harvard is hard to say; Harvard had a head start.

 

THE MORE I thought about the transition from my administration to the next and listened to what was being said about all the high expectations for my successor, the more I thought it would be a good idea for me to talk to the board of trustees and make a plea for humane treatment for him. And so I plunged in during one of my last board meetings and asked for several important considerations.

First, I warned the board not to project onto him expectations that no human being can live up to. About 250 years ago, Edward, the second Baron Thurlow, observed that corporations have neither a body to be kicked nor a soul to be damned. In that sense, my university, like any university, is a corporation. But I hoped the board, the faculty, and the students would resist the temptation to see the new president as the university made flesh, with a kickable soul and a damnable body. He is not the soul or heart of the university, but its leader.

The new president talked to the board about growing the endowment. I was glad to hear that but asked the board members not to make him the battering ram of fund-raising. The president of any university must energetically and wholeheartedly participate in fund-raising. But it is not the president’s only job, and the board, deans, and senior faculty have a shared responsibility in the fund-raising endeavor. Unfortunately, this responsibility is often forgotten or ignored, especially by the faculty. They generally prefer just to ask the president for money.

I urged the board not to expect my successor to be omniscient. No one is! I reminded them of the scandal involving the lacrosse players at Duke University—the scandal that turned out to be a lot more like prosecutorial misconduct than the sexual assault that was first alleged. When the events—whatever they were—first came to light, many people blamed Richard Brodhead, the president of Duke, for not intervening and preventing an off-campus party where there were a keg and two strippers. How, I asked, was President Brodhead supposed to know the party was even going on? He’s not a mind reader, and Duke is not a police state with spies employed to phone in the latest intelligence about Saturday night revelries. A university president is not clairvoyant. Granted, students, not to mention faculty and staff, can often lack judgment and be up to no good. But knowing about this ahead of time is impossible; presumably, omniscience resides in only one place, and He is not a university president.

I further asked the board to keep in mind that leading a university is daunting, bordering on overwhelming. The president is supposed to be a good businessman and a pretty fair accountant. He also needs to be an intellectual with such rich and broad interests that he can talk on any topic with any professor. He needs to be in touch with the lives and concerns of students. And he needs to have a vision for the institution and a clear focus on how to achieve that vision. But he really can’t play all roles at once or equally well at all times; I suggested that they let him play those roles in which he excels, let him delegate to others with necessary competencies, and offer help when they believe it is needed.

I told them that they, along with the faculty and staff of the institution, need to nurture and protect their president, especially in the first years. After nearly thirty years as a university president, I have learned an obvious lesson: I needed the board most when times were tough or critics were gathering. Smooth sailing doesn’t require an oar, but when you’re up the creek, you really do want a paddle; actually, several.

 

HAVING MADE this plea to the board, I began to think of what I might say to the new president about what I have been doing for so many years. He wasn’t likely to ask for a tutorial, but it was useful to think about what I believe are the greatest problems he will face while also reminiscing about the many satisfactions—and, yes, joys—I experienced in the job.

There is no doubt in my mind: money is the biggest challenge facing the modern university president. Finding it, asking for it, raising it, using it efficiently, keeping it safe, investing it wisely, defending allocations, charging and justifying tuition, and challenging established notions about it—all money-related topics perpetually vex and confound a sitting president.

The second most enduring challenge I faced as a university president was working with faculty. As individuals, faculty members are mostly quite splendid—lovely, actually. The kind of people you want as friends or neighbors or married to your children! But the problems arise when they gather as a group, clutching their copies of Robert’s Rules of Order, pledged to oppose any perceived threat to the status quo that may be suggested by their president.

As president, I spent hours at my desk every day, reading not just the mail addressed to me personally but communications of many other kinds, and there were times when I felt as if I were drowning in the complaints of my fellow human beings. To be fair, I did sometimes get a letter indicating satisfaction with some aspect of the university, but a fair share were from entitled neighbors, dissatisfied faculty, unhappy alums, and disappointed students and parents. Yes, they were in the small minority—the large majority of them don’t write to me at all—but still I thought I should advise the new president to get ready for the onslaught. I do concede, however, that grousing and grumbling appear to be endemic in society and not just a university-related issue.

A president must possess an ironic streak, including when listening to students—with no knowledge of history—explaining how the world has come to this sorry state. Times like that—and times when a literary allusion used in conversation with a student falls flat due to the student’s relative ignorance—make me worry about the absence of a common understanding of what a college education should include. A BA from one school often bears no relationship to the BA from another. I am not the only one worried about this; all colleges wrestle with the curriculum question.

I would encourage my successor to have regular office hours for students and to attend their performances, discussions, athletic events, and informal gatherings whenever possible. Talking to and observing students became one of the most important and enjoyable things I did as president. Surely, my willingness to be with and enjoy students is part of the legacy of the wonderful teachers I myself had over the years.


One of the many reasons why this new GW president was chosen was because of his previous experience as an administrator in a large and successful research-oriented university. Increasing the research orientation of universities is a nationwide trend; as a result, the rewards for teaching at our institutions of higher education are often replaced with more powerful incentives to do research. One of the nice things about my university is that the institution still cares about teaching. But, like many other universities, we don’t seem to care quite as passionately as we used to, and I am apprehensive about the future of all universities who emphasize research while deemphasizing the incentives for classroom activity.

College and university rating systems are springing up all over. U.S. News & World Report was first to print such a ranking. The result, while it may seem useful to prospective students and their parents, has had a startling effect on the expenditure of university resources to attract students and on decision making about admissions programs and systems. While universities can’t do much about this situation, except perhaps refuse to participate, it is an area of concern for university presidents because, among other things, it drives up costs and ramps up students’ expectations of housing accommodations and other amenities.









2.

YOUNG ENOUGH TO STILL DO SOME DAMAGE




When debating with myself about concluding my GW presidency, I thought of the ancient Greek farmer whose son triumphed in the Olympics. The crowd cheered him and carried him on their shoulders. But when a second son also won his competition, the crowd cried out, “Die now!” In other words, the father was at the pinnacle of happiness and things couldn’t possibly get better. It’s a wonderful story. But there are a lot of things to do in academe and a lot of room for improvement. I have a lot of energy for the fray, and I know things can get even better. I certainly hope I haven’t left anyone with the impression that when I gave up the GW presidency, I was retiring. I left university administration to step up to the faculty and enjoy the restoration of my First Amendment rights. I looked forward to teaching, writing, consulting, and being active in many ways.

A lot of people said they were sorry I was leaving; that was nice to hear. Some were less kind. But so it goes. Many people said, “You look so well—so young—you should stay a few more years.” So I thought, What? I have to look sick or old in order to start some new departures? People say a lot of things. But the truth is, three unbroken decades as president is itself a perfectly plausible reason for my saying “It’s time to do something else while I’m still young enough to still do some damage.” Having said that, I started wondering about what that might be. It was hard to think about leaving something I have loved doing for so long and find something new that I could love as much.

In getting to that decision in 2007, this Brooklyn-born and -bred only son of two Jewish immigrants passed through several of the nation’s best academic institutions and was shaped and inspired by many influential teachers, professors, and several of the giants in the field of education. The path I took began with P.S. 254 and James Madison High School in Brooklyn, New York, continued with a BA from Columbia, a JD from Yale, and an MPA from Harvard, and led me through a deanship and a vice presidency at Boston University, political appointments at the U.S. Department of Health, Education and Welfare and Congress, and two university presidencies. In short, almost my entire career has been immersed in the joys and challenges of American education.

I have been lucky; in fact, fortunate. There has been a lot for a person like me to do in my chosen field, and over the years I have received generous reviews for what I have been able to accomplish, especially as president of the University of Hartford and as president of GW. Of course, I have also had some brickbats hurled at me now and again.

GW is a sound and thoughtful institution—in many ways a great one—and will be fine without me as its president. I predicted that the opening created by my departure would get applications from many sitting presidents, provosts, and deans who have been in their positions from five to six years, ages fifty to fifty-eight, along with a random cabinet member or two. My expectation was pretty accurate; the new president, Steven Knapp, was chosen from an impressive group of more than one hundred highly qualified people. After all, the position is one of the top academic jobs in America, and upon my departure, the university had no major problems and enjoyed a strong foundation on which to support the next leap forward. All the important things—students’ test scores, outside rankings, the endowment, and the building program—were at the highest point in our history, and our location in Washington, D.C., was a huge draw for students, faculty, and staff. In short, I feel good about the shape in which I left the institution when I departed the president’s office.

 

WHEN I was a senior in college, I took a test that was supposed to help me figure out what to do with the rest of my life. After analyzing the results, the Counseling Center told me I ought to become executive director of the YMCA. The test may have lacked subtlety and imagination, but the conclusion was close to the mark. In a way, the skills required for such a job are like those of the post I have been in all these years. Somehow the paper-and-pencil test I took actually revealed my personality, my ability to work with people, and my interest in and curiosity about managing an organization—but not just any organization. The YMCA is a social services organization, and universities are similar in many ways. And another job I was interested in—that of hospital administrator—is also not far from the mark. There was a striking commonality in what the test concluded and what I ultimately did for a living.

It is hard to say how one’s early experiences have shaped a career or a set of skills, but I know that I have been sort of “the president” since I was a kid. I was a leader at P.S. 254, president of the Student Government Organization at James Madison High School, and an officer in student government in college. I always felt that I was headed into public service without specifically knowing what I was going to do. Over the years people have said to me, “You should have gone into politics.” Well, I have! Anybody who thinks a university president is merely an academic pretty face is wrong. It’s a political business. Just ask Lawrence Summers.

Could it be that somehow my status as a first-generation only child was a factor in deciding my career path? Did I value my own education all the more given my parents’ modest formal schooling? Did an early sense of being an outsider fuel my strong desire to earn degrees at three of the best universities in the nation? Did the extraordinary teachers and mentors I encountered along the way influence my career choices more than anything else? I am guessing yes to all these questions. Stories of my childhood keep playing themselves out in my head when I look back at my education and my career. Perhaps a bit of personal memoir can provide some perspective on all these matters.

 

WHEN I was a boy, I went up to the roof of our six-story apartment building with some friends. This was an activity that was specifically prohibited, but we spent quite a bit of time up there that day. Our play soon began to evolve into daredevil acts, and we all started leaning out over the edge, trying to see how far we could go without falling off. This game soon lost its luster, and we thought of an even more exciting stunt; we decided to hang the smallest of our group out over the street. I had him by the ankles as he dangled upside down. Soon, however, the boy became frightened and began wriggling and crying. It was clear that I couldn’t hold him much longer, and my friends quickly helped me drag him back safely onto the roof. Nothing happened. But that is not the story. The real story is that, many years later, I had a terrible nightmare in which I dreamed that I had dropped Joey. I woke up in a sweat and wondered, terrified, What if I had let him slip? What would the balance of my life have been like? And what of the lives of his parents and mine?

That story scares me. If a tragedy had happened, it would have been a never-ending moment; beyond redemption. I am a big believer in redemption and think America is all about second chances. It is a country where the ethos allows invention and reinvention. People in this country change their names and professions, get face lifts, have orthodontia and Lasik eye surgery, and move from coast to coast. But when I think of that incident, I cannot think how I could have ever been able to forgive myself. I don’t think I would ever have been whole if it had ended badly. How could I have lived with such an act? I cannot imagine.

 

I GREW up in a small apartment in Brooklyn. It had one bedroom. My parents took that space, and I slept on a pullout sofa in the living room. My bed was folded up each morning so that the room could serve as a family room by day. I studied at the kitchen table from grade school until my freshman year in high school, when my father had a particularly successful year. He had a little extra money, which he planned to use to get a new car. My mother managed to snatch the money for a down payment on a house just before he spent it. She had been collecting pin money in a Swee-Touch-Nee tea canister and had about $1,000. My father had about $1,000. He believed that customers trusted successful salesmen; a new car was a symbol of success. But this time, my mother got out ahead of General Motors, and with their $2,000 and another $1,000 she borrowed from a friend and a mortgage, they bought a private single-family row house for $8,000. This was where I spent my high school years. And where I first had a room of my own.

Before we moved, when I was preparing for my Bar Mitzvah, my mother told me that she would have a party for me after the ceremony. I was elated. She told me that, since our apartment was so small, I couldn’t host my entire class; I would have to limit the number of friends who attended. As it turned out, I invited everyone, leaving out only one classmate—a girl. The party was a great success in spite of the modest size of my family’s dwelling, and all was well. But on the Monday when I returned to school, the uninvited girl came up to me and said, “How was your Bar Mitzvah?” I told her it was great. She asked, “Why didn’t you invite me to your party?” I told her that my mother had limited the number of guests and that I had been forced to leave out some classmates. She said, “Oh, who else did you not invite?” After a long pause, I had to tell her she was the only one. She looked me in the eye and said, “You hurt my feelings.” Then she walked away. Years have gone by, but I have always had that sad moment someplace in my head. In fact, it has been a useful memory and has helped inform my behavior. Because of this incident, I have tried especially hard not to hurt anyone accidentally.

Now that they have retired, many people my age use their spare time to google names from their past on the Internet. One of these is a friend of mine from P.S. 254. Recently he was trying to locate all of our classmates for a reunion. This is quite an undertaking because a gathering for the class of 1951 would involve people who are about seventy years old—if they are alive—and, presumably, scattered geographically; and surely most of the women classmates have different last names. Nevertheless, Myron has been tracking them down. When he called me to try to find the location of someone who I was close to, I asked him if he knew the phone number of the girl I had not invited to my Bar Mitzvah—Myrna Schwartz. He had it! She was living in California. So I called her. When I told Myrna who I was, she brightened up. “You’re a celebrity!” she said. “Well, no, not really,” I said. She continued, “I know you are a celebrity, because I saw you a few years ago in a Dewar’s scotch whiskey advertisement.” I said, “Well, yes, I was in one, but that was published over a quarter of a century ago.” She said, “But you live in Saint Louis now—you’re the president of Washington University.” I said, “No, I live in D.C. and I’m president of The George Washington University—the other school is a Washington pretender.” We had a nice talk, and we told each other all about life since P.S. 254. I finally got up my nerve and said, “I believe I owe you an apology.” And I reminded her of the story of my Bar Mitzvah. She was swell about it and said she didn’t remember the incident at all; hearing that made me feel like a character in a Guy de Maupassant story but happy and relieved at the same time.

I am convinced that Myrna had psychologically blocked the event and that I overplayed it. Maybe it hurt her so much that she buried it deep inside her psyche. Or maybe it was just a passing thing and she forgot about it when she became an adult. But I myself remember most of what happened in the eighth grade, and I definitely remember any slights taken or given.

As in the case of Myrna and my Bar Mitzvah, I do think about the things I am not proud of in my life. Some of the things I am not proud of have to do with the way I related to women when I was a younger man. Not that I did anything unusual for the time, but this is the twenty-first century, and as we look back at the way we comported ourselves back in the twentieth century, we see that young men like me were not as empathetic as they probably should have been with all the women they knew or dated. So now I have expanded my Myrna Schwartz list! There are a few women who cared for me once, and not only did I not fully reciprocate their affection, I wasn’t very gracious about how I manifested that. I could have been nicer. Of course, I can hardly go about asking them all for forgiveness now! However, I will say that this realization has been useful to me and I have generalized it as a mature adult to try to be more thoughtful with people I work and live with. I still don’t always get it right.

 

THERE WERE times in school when I was restless because I was bored. At one of these times, my mother was sent for and arrived at an interesting compromise with the teacher. The two of them agreed that during certain segments of the curriculum, I could be seated at the back of the class with a copy of The New York Times to read until the class was dismissed!

One of my elementary teachers, Miss Levine, thought I had promise as a writer. For a year, she gave me special assignments in addition to what the other students were required to do. First she gave me a daily three-hundred-word essay. Next she gave me a five-hundred-word essay to write, and so forth. Through it all, I thought she was punishing me for some unexplained misdemeanor. Of course, she was trying to help me learn how to write—but how could I have known that then? I was just a kid. As I later learned, she was singling me out, but not for punitive reasons. The project represented extra work for her, too; she reviewed my efforts every night, critiqued them, and then gave them back to me with her comments written on them in red ink. I celebrate her here. I wonder if she had a first name.

I was blessed with wonderful instructors in both grade school and high school; many of them were the last of the Depression-era teachers. These were people who had professional degrees and maybe even a PhD or a law degree. They had graduated during the 1930s, couldn’t find work, and had latched onto teaching jobs in the public schools. In the case of the women, the situation was also complicated by their already limited career alternatives. By the time World War II ended, these people were sufficiently senior that it made sense to stay in until retirement. I got there just in time to experience some of these wonderful people.

Bernard Jaffee was a chemistry teacher at James Madison High School. He was the author of the textbook we used in school, and he was over-the-top brilliant. He was also a memorable instructor. His clothing looked as if it had been handmade on Bond Street in London; he wore three-piece tweed suits and sported a gold watch chain.

I also particularly remember Philip Rodman, an English teacher at James Madison. One day he gave a lecture on Dadaism, and I thought he had to be fooling around because the name sounded so absurd. Of course, when I got to Columbia and discovered that other people knew about Dadaism, I thought, My god, Mr. Rodman wasn’t just making that stuff up!

Elizabeth Whitlock was also an English teacher and advised the school newspaper, of which I was editor in chief. Elizabeth Horne was an assistant principal. At the time of my inauguration at the University of Hartford, the two colleagues were retired and living in a senior community in a small Massachusetts town. They drove down together and attended the ceremony. It was a special joy at such an important event in my life to see them and their pride in me.

At an early age, these faculty and many others inspired in me a love and respect for teachers and education. At Columbia, I took courses from some extraordinary faculty members who set the bar high for teaching excellence and scholarship. These teachers were never far from my mind as I grew professionally.

 

MY FATHER, Oscar Trachtenberg, was a classic American immigrant who was born in Europe and came to this country as a young man. He had a heavy Russian accent. He wasn’t the sort of dad who would take me out to ball games or anything conventional. I knew he was there for me, but it was never something he could say much about. He held me to an almost impossible standard. If I came home and said I had received a 99 on an exam, he would ask, “Who got the other point?” When I told him that I had been elected president of the Student Government Organization, he asked, “How much does the job pay?” He found a way to keep my eyes continually on the receding horizon. That probably helps to explain my own behavior in certain instances—although, as a father, I tried to learn from his behavior to be more forthcoming with my own children. I have always told them, uninvited, that I love them. I also regularly try to praise them, although I don’t want to cheapen the words by celebrating insignificant things. Not everyone who runs a race ought to win a prize; but I don’t think it is right to make the goal impossibly high the way Oscar Trachtenberg regularly did.

About a week after I had been admitted to the New York bar, my father, while driving home, got a moving violation and was upset that it would cost him ten points against his driver’s license. He said, “I have to get a lawyer to challenge the ticket.” I offered to be his lawyer. He declined the offer saying, “No, no, I have to get a real lawyer.” My mother persuaded him to give me the ticket so that I could represent him. The charge was driving with his lights out after dusk. It turns out that dusk is not solely a poetic word; it is an actual term meaning a specific time of the day, and the time changes each day depending on the movement of the sun. I learned that dusk is established each day by the U.S. Meteorological Service. Dusk on the day of my father’s violation was 6:07 P.M. The time recorded on the ticket was 6:06 P.M. My father had had a full sixty seconds before he was required to turn on his lights! I went to traffic court with this argument. When it was my turn, I stood before the judge and showed him the ticket and the meteorological report. I then said, “I submit that my client is not guilty.” The judge noticed that Oscar’s and my last names were the same and asked what our relationship was. I told him, and he smiled and said, “Tell your father you did a good job. Dismissed.” I went home that night very pleased with myself. My father said, “So, Clarence Darrow, how’d you do?” I said, “I won!” He said, “How’d you do that?” I told him and he replied, “So what’s the big deal? The cop screwed up!” In other words, anyone could have won this case because the officer had erred. I suppose my father would have been impressed only if the ticket had been written at 6:08 P.M. and I was still was able to get him off!

When I was raising my own sons, I sometimes had to overcome an instinct to behave as my father might have done with me. I had to avoid reacting critically when something went wrong. In such moments, I consciously took a deep breath and searched for a better way—my own way—to handle problems. When my older son, Adam, was small and we were living in Hartford, we had a cellar and a pretty good collection of wine in it. One evening, my wife, Francine, sent me to pick out an especially fine bottle to go with a wonderful dinner she was serving. Adam came down to the cellar with me. I chose an expensive wine, and Adam asked if he might carry it upstairs. I handed it to him saying, “Be careful, Adam, this is a very good bottle. We don’t want to break it.”

Almost immediately, it slipped out of his little hands and shattered on the floor. My first instinct was to do or say something testy—as my own father might have. But I looked at Adam’s face and saw that his lips were quivering and he was starting to cry. I paused. Then I picked him up, gave him a hug and a kiss, and he put his head on my shoulder. I said, “How many bottles of wine are in this room, Adam?” He answered in a small, thin voice, “A lot.” Then I said, “How many Adams are in this room?” He said, starting to perk up a bit, “Just one.” I said, “That’s right. We have a lot of wine and only one Adam. So let’s not worry about this. Let’s just choose another bottle of wine and you can take that upstairs.” Then I handed him another bottle of wine and said, “Be careful, Adam, this is a very good bottle. We don’t want to break it.” He carried it upstairs without incident. It was an important moment for me; I saw that my solutions could be better than the ones I might have borrowed from my own father. I am happy to say that this is an event that my grown son Adam remembers to this day—and remarks on now and again in a positive way.

My father was short on compliments of any sort. Nevertheless, he did have a sense of humor, and, after many years of not understanding this, I now believe that some of his sterner comments might have been intended to be funny. Of course, I never found them much to laugh about and wouldn’t have minded a big embrace and some congratulations instead. But as a son, you take what you can get.

When my father died, I told the rabbi that I would do the eulogy. I recalled a number of sentimental things about him, but one of the things I said was that he had infrequently said anything complimentary to me. After the funeral, several people who had worked for him over many years came up singly and in groups to tell me reproachfully that my father had been obsessive about telling others about his son’s accomplishments. One man told me he had once seen my father stop a total stranger in the street and tell him about “my son, the dean.” Who knew? He never shared any of this with me! It was shocking to hear that he had been proud to the point of being boastful! He often said when I was rushing out of the house and didn’t have time to talk to him, “Someday you’ll want to talk to me and I won’t be around.” This was one of those times I would have loved a chance to hear from him why he was so reluctant to praise me.

My parents had a testy relationship, and on two separate occasions they separated. Even now, I remember these as semitraumatic events and they have stayed with me. My mother used to say about my father: “Divorce? Never. Murder? Maybe.” I believe she may have thought about killing him from time to time. He wasn’t easy. The first time my parents split up was when I was quite young—about five—and my mother took me out to California, where we stayed with some of her childhood friends. My mother had known the woman when they were schoolgirls in Palestine before emigrating to the United States. We took the Twentieth Century Limited out of Grand Central Station to Chicago, where we stayed overnight. The next day we went on to Los Angeles, where she quickly found work with a famous designer and I went to a local school. We were in California for about a year. One day, my father showed up at the door and gave me a present—a wooden truck. As best I could make out, he told my mother that he had learned that he was a man who could not live alone, he had met another woman, and although he would much prefer having my mother come back to him, if she wouldn’t return, he would ask her for a divorce so he could marry the other woman. The exact words may have been a bit more engaging, but this is my understanding of what transpired. My mother did return, and they stayed together until my junior year of college, when she went off to Israel and lived with cousins for six months. Once again, my father pursued her, asked her to reconcile, and convinced her to come back.

Everyone in the family remembers my father as a man of very strong personality who generally knew what he wanted. He came from the Ukraine and considered himself Russian. He spoke Russian, Hebrew, Yiddish, a little Moldovan, and English. My parents both sounded as though they were from elsewhere and spoke mostly Yiddish when they didn’t want me to understand. Either that or they spelled words, but Yiddish was more frequent. My father started out in America as a floor boy in a doll factory, where his principal duty was to sweep up. He went to high school at night, but I don’t think he ever graduated. He had to make a living.

My father got into insurance sales and became very good at it. He saw opportunity knocking everywhere. Once he left his car parked in neutral and it rolled onto a neighbor’s newly sodded front lawn. The owner of the lawn was furious and came to confront my father. During the ensuing conversation, my father sold him a life insurance policy! In hard times—even in the Depression—he always made a living. He sold insurance mostly to Jews, but in 1939, New York State passed a law that made it illegal to use race as a criterion in setting rates on insurance. There are a number of reasonable factors used to establish rates: age, gender, health, and so on. But when they used race as a criterion in New York State, if you had two forty-five-year-old brain surgeons and one was black and one was white, they would charge the black person a higher premium for the same coverage. This was because it was said that black people had shorter lives—or perhaps it was simply another case of outright bias.

Oscar Trachtenberg saw a door open when New York State eliminated race as a criterion, and he made a sale to an African-American doctor. The man was so pleased with the service my father provided and what he took to be my father’s integrity and demeanor that he referred him to a black dentist. Subsequently, my father built up a practice serving African-American professionals in Brooklyn and, later, Manhattan. His business flourished as they did. He was the first white person elected to the Bedford-Stuyvesant Real Estate Board. He also became very involved in the Urban League and became an officer. He took me to meetings of both groups. Out of a sense of family tradition, I later joined the Urban League in Hartford, Connecticut, and ultimately in Washington as well. Because of my early exposure, I had good feelings toward African Americans that the average white kids of that era didn’t because they did not know anyone from that community.

One day my father said that my mother and he had been invited to dinner at the home of one of his black clients. They both got dressed up and went to the Cambridges’ house. In response to this evening, my father invited his hosts, along with several of his other clients and their spouses, to a meal at our house. My mother was very nervous about this event and asked, “What will they want to eat?” She wanted to be hospitable but didn’t feel confident about what to serve. My father said, “Just prepare whatever you make best.” She made a big turkey and some of her own special dishes like kasha, a form of groats (the hulled and crushed grains of various cereals) that is terrific with gravy. Having solved the menu problem, they worried, What will the people next door think when black people start showing up at our threshold? So I was dispatched to assure a neighbor that we were not selling the house; we were having a party for my dad’s business associates. In other words, we were not blockbusting!

As I got older, I started going to social events at the homes of some of these clients more frequently. Most of them were of a higher social and economic status than we were and lived in much grander residences. Once we were invited to spend a weekend at someone’s summer house on Long Island. We went, and I was nervous because I was going to sleep under a black person’s roof. I wondered what would happen and expected that somehow the experience would be different than what I was accustomed to.
 
The Bedford-Stuyvesant Real Estate Board once held a Christmas party on the roof of a major New York hotel. My mother couldn’t go, so my father took me in her place. The elevator operator, who was black, looked at my father when he named the floor we wanted and said, “Are you sure?” Obviously, knowing that this was an African-American event, he didn’t think we had been invited. My father disappeared into the crowd quickly, leaving me alone. It seemed that, aside from my dad, I was the only white person there, and I felt nervous. People were dancing and having fun, but there were very few young people. The drinking age was eighteen at that time; I must have been about nineteen. I ordered a scotch and water and was standing, looking at the crowd, when I saw a blond woman about my age and asked her to dance. While we were dancing, I said, “I’m really pleased to see you here.” When she wondered why I was so pleased, I told her that I felt uneasy being the only white person there until I saw her. She said, “Well, you still are.” She was a fair-skinned African American. It was a very important experience and a good lesson about the silliness of race stereotyping.

After I was inaugurated as president at the University of Hartford in 1977, my father came up to me and said, “To tell you the truth, you did better than I thought you would.” Of course, one could take this remark on its face and assume he was talking about my performance at the inauguration, or you could extrapolate to my career in general. To this day, I cannot say which interpretation is the correct one. He was a tough personality, my father.

 

MY MOTHER was Shoshana Weinstock Trachtenberg. She thought of herself as a Jewish pioneer, having spent her life from age ten to twenty-one growing up in what was then Palestine, and for some of those years having lived in a settler’s tent. When she and her family emigrated from Odessa in Russia to Palestine in 1918, the local economy was terrible, and her father, Israel Weinstock, found it very difficult to find work. He ultimately came to the United States, leaving his family behind until he could send for them. He opened a hand laundry in the Bronx and slept in the back of the store. Meanwhile, the family in Tel Aviv lived very modestly. There were three siblings: my Aunt Esther, my Uncle Ralph, and my mother. When local doctors couldn’t do much for Esther after a bout with polio, my grandmother took her to Vienna, where she worked as a domestic while Esther received treatment. Ultimately, the effects of the disease were arrested, but Aunt Esther always had a game leg. They were in Austria for a year or so. My mother and uncle stayed behind in Tel Aviv, looking after themselves.

My mother was much more cultured than my father. She loved music and literature, took me to concerts and museums, and made sure that I had an unending supply of books. As a result, as a very young boy, I read way above my age level. Since I was an only child, she poured her love of the arts on me and, to some extent, compensated for her difficult relationship with my father by overindulging me. Her values became important to me. Also, I knew that I was loved. I believe that having this knowledge as a child gives a person confidence for a lifetime.

My mother also died when she was seventy-one, but three years after my father. As an adult, I used to call her a couple of times a week. One day I called her and got no answer. I called again before I went to bed. Then, in the middle of the night, I woke up, thinking that I had heard her voice calling out, so I got out of bed and telephoned her again; still no answer. By then I was worried and couldn’t sleep, so I sat up watching TV all night. At about 10 A.M. the next day, I got word that she had died. Her best friend had noticed that my mother had not picked up the newspapers and let herself into the house, where she found my mother dead. I didn’t sleep very much for a year after that. On the anniversary of her passing, we had a ceremony at the unveiling of her memorial. That night, I went home and slept like a baby. As I look back, it is clear to me that for months I had been grieving and was unable to allow myself to rest. But after the unveiling, I was able to permit myself to move on with my life.

 

THE VOICES of my late parents are in my head, and I converse with them on a regular basis. What bothers me is not that my parents are with me—notwithstanding that they have both been gone for many years—but that I keep losing arguments! One would think that by now I would have figured out how to win. They show up when I am on the cusp of some daunting decision—when there is a knife-edge moment. They don’t care about questions like whether to wear the red tie or the blue tie. But if it’s how to address an issue of equity or justice or how to respond to something important, they step in. They are an unending resource for me—a super superego.

My parents are big stones in my mosaic, but there are other stones, too—voices that advise me. These voices belong to the late Harold Howe, formerly U.S. commissioner of education; John Brademas, president emeritus of New York University; and John Silber, president emeritus of Boston University. All of them, plus all the other things that have happened in my life, are what make me who I am.

After I finished my law degree, I worked as an assistant to John Brademas when he was a congressman. One day I got a call from Harvard. I had applied earlier for a master’s degree in public administration there, but I hadn’t been given any financial aid, so I had gone to work. The person on the phone was Gertrude Manly, the registrar of what is now called the John F. Kennedy School of Government. She said that they had given a two-year fellowship to someone else in the class, but he had dropped out after the first year. As a result, they had the second year of the fellowship available and realized that since I had a Yale law degree, they could give me a year’s credit toward the master’s and I could come to Harvard and take the second year of the master’s program with the fellowship. I told this to Brademas and said I would turn it down and stay on for the term I had promised. He said, “You can always work. You’ll be working the rest of your life. So go get the master’s at Harvard.” And I did.

While I was in that MPA program, I was a teaching assistant to Theodore Sizer, the dean of the Harvard Graduate School of Education, who was giving a seminar on the Politics of Education. At the end of the semester, he asked me about my plans. I didn’t have plans other than knowing that I needed to go find work. He said, “Why don’t you stay here as my assistant dean? You can get a doctorate concurrently. That will give you all the background you could possibly want for a career in education.” And so I applied and was admitted to the Harvard Graduate School of Education and was assistant dean—for about a week! I received a phone call, and the voice on the other end said, “Would you please hold for the U.S. commissioner of education, Mr. Harold Howe?” I knew that Howe had been named commissioner, but I didn’t know him. All I knew was that the previous commissioner, Francis Keppel, had been invited to leave by President Lyndon Johnson.

Howe came on the line and said he wanted to meet me. He had been looking for an assistant, and Brademas had told him that I was the man for the opening. I said, “I am honored, but I am not sure I am free to take a job—I just took one.” He said to come anyway and have lunch with him. After our lunch, he made me an offer. I told him that I knew if I stopped now, I would never finish a doctorate. He said, “I only have a master’s, and I am the U.S. commissioner of education. You have earned degrees from Columbia and Yale and now Harvard. Even though you are Jewish, that should be enough! One could certainly argue it is sufficient for most. And I am offering something very special. President Johnson is really committed to education and has made it clear to me that he expects something transformational. This is a unique opportunity.” I said, “But there is a question of honor. What do I say to Dean Sizer?” He said, “Leave that to me.” So Howe called Sizer, who agreed to let me back off my commitment to him. I left the job at Harvard before I even moved into the office! Nevertheless, Ted Sizer and I have remained friends ever since.

Harold Howe II was a definitive Yankee. Among other things, he was on the Yale Corporation. He was an authentic American, someone so establishment that he could follow a North Star of his own without worrying much about what other people might think. What I mean by that is that he could say no to Lyndon Johnson and LBJ would take that answer almost without objection. When Howe was commissioner of education and President Johnson asked him to go easy on something, he would argue with the president and persuade him not to ask what he was asking him to do. This was important because Johnson was under a lot of political pressure from Mayor Richard Daley of Chicago not to be as rigorous in the enforcement of certain civil rights laws in the Chicago public schools as Howe wanted to be. LBJ had political debts to Daley but agreed, nevertheless, to give Howe a lot of room. Clearly he had respect for Howe, just as I did. I miss him to this day.

I often drafted correspondence for Howe. He received mail from a lot of his friends who were also part of the eastern establishment; people like the Bundy brothers, Elliot Richardson, and John Lindsay. I would be writing to John Smith, for instance, and would go to the Rolodex and see that Smith’s wife’s name was Betty. When I wrote the return letter for Howe, I would draw from the substance of the letter and then would add a personal note from Howe, like “Give my best to Betty.” One day he called me in and said, “Damn! I almost signed this letter. I went to Betty’s funeral a year ago. You have to watch that!”

When I worked for Howe, my title was special assistant. I carried the bag, drafted speeches and correspondence, represented him at meetings; it was an extraordinary opportunity. It was so special that I would frequently say to myself, I hope someday my children will have a chance to do something like this. And I had no children then! Harold Howe was a great American. The country is richer for his courageous public service. I have always had him as an ego ideal.

When Richard Nixon came into office, he replaced all of LBJ’s political appointees, including Howe. At that time, a colleague of mine named Calvin Lee was going to become dean of arts and sciences at Boston University. He offered me the job of associate dean. I asked, “What does an associate dean do?” He said, “Don’t worry, you’ll figure it out.” That was the beginning of my career in university administration.

I learned an awful lot of what I know about university work at Boston University. It was there I had the good fortune of working for John Silber. He is a remarkable mentor and the dearest of friends. I know of specific cases where he has helped people out who are in dire need or in tragic circumstances but gave his support on the condition that the recipient kept his involvement a secret. And sometimes he would insist that in return for his support, the recipient would have to finish a degree. In other words, he was moving them to the next level of their own success while pretending that doing so was an obligation to him.

If you are ever besieged, you want John Silber covering your back. Lyndon Johnson used a Texas phrase when talking about someone he considered a stalwart. He would say, “That is a man you can go to the well with.” The story had to do with the danger back in Indian days of going to the well to get water. Someone had to leave the fort and get water, bringing it back up the hill to the fort. It was necessary to have protection during this task, as it was slow going on the return because of the heavy buckets of water. The man chosen to be the protector had to be brave and willing to stick with the water carrier if there was an attack. John Silber is a man you can go to the well with. The worse the circumstances get, the more he will defend you and stick with you.

Nevertheless, being human, John is a man with shortcomings to complement his virtues. Sometimes he is more human than most. In watching him, I learned as much from his errors as from his successes. I learned to do some things and not to do other things. I generally avoid provoking a fight for its own sake, whereas John takes some joy in combat and will invite controversy just for the hell of it. He tries to surround you with argumentation. There is always scorched earth after a dispute with John. He trained as a Kantian philosopher, so he tends to be very certain and he is always more absolute than I am about everything. In addition to having my fair share of self-doubt normally, I generally see several sides to an issue and try to work my way to a compromise. To complicate the process, I frequently argue with myself against my own arguments.

John Silber usually clears the field with his arguments. You have to be really good if you take him on because he can be impatient and annoyed with people who contradict him—unless their arguments are better than his, in which case they earn his respect. If you are merely opposed but can’t stand toe-to-toe with him, eventually he has no time for you. If you can go one-on-one, you are okay. But you don’t want to be in an arena where it’s you against John with other people watching. The audience serves as a catalyst for him. He becomes the athlete in a spectator sport. If you get him alone, your chances of persuading him are better because there is no chance for embarrassment. Sometimes I think he would cede me an argument just to indulge me. Or he would simply conclude that I had a set of skills that he didn’t have and maybe he should accede to my judgment.

I care a lot about what John Silber and John Brademas think of me, and I care about what Harold Howe thought of me when he was alive. These three men have been very consequential in my life. I don’t want to get psychoanalytical, but you could ask if I compensated for the shortcomings in my relationship with my father by investing so much in my attachments to these three role models. Sure, there is probably some of that in there. Also, they were in a position to teach me things my father could not.
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