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Rethinking 
Education
Harvard’s  chief pedagogues are
going back to class. The Graduate School
of Education (GSE) is pursuing changes
in its curriculum and internal organiza-
tion, motivated by a fundamental need
bluntly summarized by Dean Ellen
Condli≠e Lagemann: “How do you make
schools places where children learn? They
aren’t currently.”

The Bush administration’s “No Child
Left Behind” program makes formal what
has been an evolving commitment to edu-
cate all children to a certain standard, says
Judith D. Singer, academic dean and Co-
nant professor of education. Along with
what she calls “the notion that education
needs to be accessible to everyone” has
come a rising demand to assess students’
preparation, measured by batteries of
high-stakes tests (a basic Bush plank). But
“education is a more complex enterprise
than just testable knowledge,” as Lage-
mann puts it. Nevertheless, as pressure on
the public fisc drains resources from
schools, she says, the desire for account-
ability shoves aside teaching about citizen-
ship and other countries and civilizations.

More is also expected of schools of ed-
ucation, adds Lagemann, who became
dean in mid 2002, but it is “not self-evi-
dent what more” they should be doing.
The absence of agreed-upon courses of
study to groom educators—comparable,
say, to the fundamentals of legal or med-
ical training—poses an unsettling chal-
lenge to teacher-preparation colleges and
research-based schools of education, like
Harvard’s, nationwide. The GSE hopes to
help fill this vacuum, she says, by “creat-
ing a model so good that it will be emu-
lated by other schools of education and
will strengthen the profession.”

The hallmark might be a shared way of
thinking in which GSE alumni naturally
bring to bear on educational problems a
variety of disciplinary viewpoints and
skills. “The one thing all educators need
to know,” says Shattuck professor of ed-
ucation Catherine Snow, “is that there
are no right solutions—that any educa-
tional problem requires multiple per-
spectives in order to be understood.”

Snow and a group of
colleagues have been
charged with design-
ing GSE’s first core
course, aimed at intro-
ducing all master’s and
doctoral degree candi-
dates to educational
practice. For example,
Snow says, “Do you see
the problem of math
achievement at one
school as a problem of
student learning, or of
curriculum, or of re-
sources, or of teacher
expertise, or of insu∞-
cient research knowl-
edge?” A plan for im-
proving math mastery
would encompass each 
of those elements.
That’s easier said than
done, according to Ju-
dith Singer, because
“traditional prepara-
tion programs don’t
cross those bound-
aries—in fact, they
reify them.”

“Multiple Perspec-
tives on Educational
Problems,” the core
course being created,
will model a small to medium-sized city
(not Cambridge or Boston) with some de-
gree of ethnic diversity where non-Eng-
lish-speaking children are not learning
English quickly. Snow, herself a develop-
mental psychologist who has studied par-
ent-child interaction in language acquisi-
tion and second-language acquisition,
says the course will cover approaches
ranging from the basics of language acqui-
sition to demographic analysis of how and
when English is used in the ethnic com-
munity—“the sort of thing principals
don’t like to think about but need to.” The
GSE students will have to ask: Do teach-
ers have adequate books and materials?
Can they deliver the curriculum? What is
known about how children learn such
subjects? What cultural and organiza-
tional obstacles might the school need to
remove to e≠ect successful learning? Their
answers will necessarily involve the roles

of teacher, principal, student, parents, lan-
guage and curriculum specialists, and per-
haps social workers.

Although the course will not be o≠ered
until spring (and then on a trial basis),
Snow believes its evolution has already
brought faculty members in discrete
fields together to an unprecedented de-
gree. They are also learning new things
about instruction: the course will rely not
only on traditional lectures and readings,
but also on case-method teaching. Snow
believes that technique will help GSE
students understand how institutions
work and engage them in “the inevitabil-
ity of looking at these problems from
multiple perspectives.” David A. Garvin,
Christensen professor of business admin-
istration and a specialist in the case
method (see “Making the Case,” Septem-
ber-October, page 56), is advising on the
case development, and the president’s
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o∞ce has granted GSE $1 million to sup-
port the work, Lagemann reports.

At the same time the faculty began re-
thinking the curriculum during the 2002-
2003 academic year, Lagemann charged a
group chaired by Singer to examine GSE’s
structure, seeking more integrated ap-
proaches to education problems and ser-
vices to the school’s own students. (A
third group, chaired by Thompson profes-
sor of education and society Richard J.
Murnane, looked at faculty appointments
and the school’s scholarly needs.)

From Singer’s group has come a whole-
sale restructuring of GSE. Since the 1960s,
she says, the faculty and teaching have
been organized by substantive “areas”: cur-
rently, Administration, Planning, and So-
cial Policy; Human Development and Psy-
chology; and Learning and Teaching. As a
result, she says, although the GSE faculty is
“uniquely interdisciplinary,” economists,
political scientists, and sociologists are
clustered in the first area, psychologists in
the second, and curriculum specialists in
the third. This makes sense for doctoral
training. But at the master’s level—where
GSE is preparing principals, reading spe-
cialists, counselors, and other “school lead-
ers [who] need to know about organiza-
tion, curriculum and instruction, and
about how children and adults learn”—it
impedes e≠ective practice.

In its place, GSE will operate this year
as a “faculty of the whole” (as do the facul-
ties of government and of law). Professors
will sta≠ five standing committees, re-
sponsible for faculty a≠airs (hiring and
mentoring, for example); curriculum and
instruction (teaching resources); doctoral
study; master’s programs; and a category
called “research, innovation, and out-
reach,” which will oversee GSE’s many in-
dependent research centers, continuing
education, and other activities in an e≠ort
to create synergies among them and be-
tween them and the school’s core faculty
and degree programs.

“Individual faculty members need not
be multidisciplinary,” says Singer, “but
they need to interact on behalf of our de-
gree programs, research programs, and
professional programs.” Snow’s curricu-
lum-development e≠ort is an early exam-
ple of what the new structure intends to

support. Within the master’s program,
says Singer, the number of study tracks is
being reduced. An “individualized” de-
gree, in which students assemble diverse,
unrelated courses, has been de-empha-
sized. This fall, each matriculating stu-
dent selected a program (in school leader-
ship, say, or higher education), to promote
better substantive learning during the
master’s year.

For students and professors alike, Singer
says, focusing faculty attention on the mas-
ter’s program and making its purposes
clearer are important steps in “acknowl-
edging that we are a professional school.”
Course development in the past principally
reflected professors’ research interests; in
the new system, she hopes, the faculty as a
whole will agree coherently on what stu-
dents should learn. Until now, she says,
“We have not had those conversations.”

She imagines a similar e≠ect, over time,
on research collaborations. No Child Left
Behind, for example, places huge emphasis
on program evaluation. Eliot professor of
education John B. Willett (her longtime

academic collaborator) and Gale professor
of education Richard J. Light, both trained
statisticians, would seem ideally suited to
expand that field with new tools for use of
statistical evidence and performance mea-
sures. Their new interactions as members
of a common faculty, Singer says, could
prompt that kind of pursuit.

As gse’s faculty tries on its new orga-
nization and introduces the core course
this year, Lagemann will no doubt have
more to say about the research and teach-
ing opportunities she envisions. Her own
writing, like the recent An Elusive Science:
The Troubling History of Education Research, fo-
cuses on the rigor, quality, and applicabil-
ity of education scholarship. Teaching, she
says, “should be more of an evidence-
based practice than it is.” That evidence
requires knowledge of human develop-
ment, the history of education, and educa-
tion research itself. Accordingly, Cather-
ine Snow’s initial study team examined
two other possible GSE core courses: on
analysis and use of data in decision-mak-
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The curriculum may be remade, plans for Allston refined and implemented, but
no monument to administrative accomplishment at Harvard would equal revision of
the University’s uncoordinated, seemingly quixotic academic calendars. Whether by
tradition or from differences in programs, distinct starting dates for classes (from Sep-
tember 2 to September 15 this fall), exam schedules, and term breaks among the
schools make it nearly impossible for students to cross-register for courses.

So an unassuming notice on page 2 of the September 25 University Gazette was of
more than slight interest.“Calendar reform at Harvard,” read the headline.The subti-
tle,“A message from the president, provost, and deans of the faculties,” conveyed the
forces arrayed. “The prospect of carefully considered calendar reform,” the notice
said, “holds promise to…promote closer connections among faculty and students
across the University, in an era when excellent education and scholarship increasingly
depend on learning… across traditional academic bounds.”

And so the battle will be joined. Given that determining “Precisely what the calen-
dar parameters should be, and what level of commonality is needed to produce the
desired academic benefits, are questions warranting thorough deliberation and care,”
the task has been entrusted to no less a scholar than political scientist Sidney Verba,
Pforzheimer University Professor—master of bureaucracy (he directs the Harvard
University Library system) and of past battles royal (he chaired the last review of the
College’s Core curriculum). His committee includes the provost, senior faculty mem-
bers from the schools (including members of the steering committee for the current
College curriculum overhaul), and four students.

The result of this work will be “calendar guidelines” to improve opportunities for
cross-enrollment. But collateral matters of moment may also be at stake: undergradu-
ate exams before Chrismas, making for a real holiday break, and the timing of the an-
nual Commencement extravaganza at year’s end.

Calendrical Coup?
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ing and on the intellectual history of edu-
cation. Depending on how the faculty
wants to proceed, such o≠erings could
reach the curriculum later in the decade.

Realizing those ambitions will not be
easy. GSE remains among the most con-
strained of Harvard’s schools in terms of
space, faculty positions, and endowment.
More fundamental is the continuing prob-
lem of tenuring a professoriate to teach
about practice on the basis of their ability to
conduct and publish what Richard Mur-

nane calls “very high-quality disciplinary
research.” Although Murnane (unusually)
voluntarily spent a year helping Boston
public-school administrators and principals
gain access to Massachusetts performance-
test results so teachers could improve their
classroom work, he concedes that scholar-
ship remains his first love. Echoing that sen-
timent even as she focuses on practitioner
training, Catherine Snow says, “It’s not like
I’ve ever taught anyone to read.”

In an era of troubled and hard-pressed

public schools, “There are lots of people
who think education schools are not the
solution to problems of educational
achievement,” Snow says. “We are vulner-
able and our students are vulnerable.”
That makes it imperative that as a faculty,
“what we do is thought through, is
justified, has a rationale.” Echoing the
pressures on public education generally,
she says of GSE’s self-assessment, “This is
a very high-stakes exercise in deciding
what’s important about what we know.”

Economics and
Moral Questions
Last fall, President Lawrence H. Sum-
mers spoke at the first Morning Prayers
service of the semester at Memorial
Church. His controversial comments on
anti-Semitism (see “Raised Voices,” No-
vember-December 2002, page 52) res-
onated in news accounts for months after.

Returning to the pulpit in Appleton
Chapel this year, as classes resumed on
September 15, Summers chose to speak in
his second capacity, as professor of eco-
nomics. The former U.S. Secretary of the
Treasury, advocate of economic openness
(see “Globalization Defended,” July-Au-
gust 2003), and proponent of Harvard’s in-
ternational presence in education and re-
search, he did so at a fraught moment. The
latest round of world trade-liberalization
talks had collapsed the day before. An
hour after Morning Prayers, Summers met
in his Massachusetts Hall o∞ce with His
Holiness the Dalai Lama, who concluded a
visit to Boston by spending the day at Har-
vard. And in common with other faculty
members, the president was preparing for
class, where he would debate some of the
issues directly with students in Freshman
Seminar 47t, his course on “Globalization:
Opportunities and Challenges.”

Excerpts from his remarks follow.

Some of you may recall that one year
ago…I spoke at Morning Prayers on the
topic of anti-Semitism. Whatever their
merits, I think it fair to say that my obser-

vations did not go unnoticed. I hope my
remarks today will be cause for reflection
but trust that that reflection will be
rather more private and local than fol-
lowed my remarks last year.

I want to reflect this morning on what
the discipline that I am trained in—eco-
nomics—can contribute to thinking
about moral questions. Economics pro-
vides just one perspective, but one that I
think is too rarely appreciated for its
moral as well as practical significance.

Indeed, it is fair to say that economists
like me rarely appear in places like this. Just
why is not altogether clear. But when it
comes to preaching economists, it strikes
me that there is both a lack of demand and
a lack of supply. A lack of demand because
so many believe that any economic way of
thinking is one that “knows the price of
everything and the value of nothing.” A
lack of supply because many economists
are instinctively uncomfortable with moral,
let alone spiritual, discourse.

And yet, it seems to me there are some
aspects of characteristic economic modes
of reasoning that complement other modes
of moral thought. One important thing
that is distinctive about the way econo-
mists approach the world is their great
emphasis on respect for individuals—and
the needs, tastes, choices, and judgment
they make for themselves. It is the basis of
much economic analysis that the good is
an aggregation of many individuals’ assess-
ments of their own well-being, and not
something that can be assessed apart from
individual judgments on the basis of some
overarching or separate theory.

I was reminded of these issues as I had a
chance over the weekend to engage with
many students at the freshman barbecues
on issues of moral concern to all of us. For
example, many believe that it is wrong to
buy imported products produced by work-
ers who are paid less than a specified mini-
mum wage of some sort. We all deplore the
conditions in which so many on this planet

East meets West: His Holiness the 
Dalai Lama and President Lawrence H. 
Summers at Massachusetts Hall
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