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Envisioning Arts and
Sciences Anew
In his annual decanal letter to the
Faculty of Arts and Sciences (FAS), pub-
lished February 3, William C. Kirby
fleshes out the three principal priorities
he is emphasizing most strongly in his ad-
ministration. First is “invigorat[ing] every

dimension of the undergraduate educa-
tional experience.” Second is pursuing “a
vigorous program of faculty growth,”
with particular emphasis on “science,
technology, and the broader study of the
world.” Third is reshaping the physical
campus to accommodate these overarch-
ing academic aims. Uniting these e≠orts
is a drive to foster work across discipli-
nary lines—in student course work, in

teaching, and in research—in a Univer-
sity “not…historically known for its col-
laborations.” (The complete text is avail-
able at www.fas.harvard.edu.)

Reviewing work on the curriculum,
Kirby ventures further than before in cri-
tiquing Harvard’s current performance.   

Among concerns, he specifies general-
education requirements that funnel “too
many students into too few (and too
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Dean of Harvard College Benedict H. Gross announced in
early January a series of appointments and new positions in-
tended to manage undergraduate life as changes in the curricu-
lum, advising systems, and residential experience are imple-

mented in the next
few years.

Effective July 1,
Thomas A. Dingman,
now associate dean
of residential life
(responsible for
House life and ath-
letics), will become
dean of freshmen,
succeeding Elizabeth
Studley Nathans,
whose forthcoming
departure was an-
nounced last fall.
And Georgene B.
Herschbach, most
recently associate

dean of administration and finance, was appointed associate
dean of undergraduate academic programs as of January 10. In
this new role, she runs instructional programs such as exposi-
tory writing, freshman seminars, the Core curriculum, and the
Bok Center for Teaching and Learning (which offers skills train-
ing for professors and teaching fellows), as well as overseeing
the teaching-fellow budget, course evaluation, and so on. Her
predecessor, Elizabeth Doherty, moved to Brown last year; a
search is under way for a new administrative dean.

Those more-or-less lateral moves come as change is stirring
in many of the new deans’ areas of responsibility. As part of
the College curriculum review, the choice of academic con-
centration, now made during the second semester, will likely
be deferred into the sophomore year. That lends urgency to
the expected effort to create an integrated advising structure
serving students throughout their Harvard experience (see
below).

Similarly, the Core curriculum will change significantly as a
new distribution requirement and revamped integrative

courses are phased in for general education. Expository writing
may be altered, possibly by being melded with mainline acade-
mic courses, or by incorporating training in oral expression.
Dingman and Herschbach face far from static roles.

Gross also established two new positions, which indicate
further the scope of coming changes. An associate dean of 
academic advising will “coordinate, manage, and monitor the
academic advising for all undergraduates,” he said, suggesting a
concerted effort to bring together now disparate counseling
offered by freshman proctors and advisers, House-based tu-
tors, and departmental experts in the concentrations.The cur-
ricular review report issued last year alluded to a centralized
advising function, responsible for sorting out roles, recruiting
personnel, and training. By committing to a new structure be-
fore the curriculum review concludes, Gross addresses an
area in which Harvard has faced recurring, sharp criticism.
Given that students may soon have more course choices, bet-
ter advising appears critical to the success of the larger effort.

Gross is also seeking a dean of residential life, who will over-
see the dean of freshmen and the House masters and senior tu-
tors, to ensure what he called an “outstanding and seamless res-
idential experience for all students.” That integration of
responsibilities is meant to make students’ first year less sepa-
rate from upperclass life, and to support the more coherent ad-
vising system now envisioned. The new dean may have plenty 
of other challenges on his or her plate if the College effects two
other changes broached in the curriculur discussion to date.
Both the potential
change in the aca-
demic calendar to
accommodate a
January “J term”
between fall and
spring semesters
and the already in-
creasing push for
study abroad sug-
gest a much more
fluid student body
in residence in the
future.

The College Reconfigures
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large) classes,” an “over-concentration of
students’ learning” in their three-year
major courses of study, and “an archaic
calendar” which frustrates study abroad
and enrollment in courses in other Har-
vard faculties. In response, he seeks to
“create closer communities of learning be-
tween students and faculty,” rea∞rming
for professors “the central importance of
undergraduate teaching. Only if we suc-
ceed in this e≠ort can we hope to change
students’ perception that the better part
of a Harvard College education is to be
found outside the classroom.”

One can discern in Kirby’s detailed re-
marks the forthcoming demise of the
Core curriculum, and its replacement
with distribution-based general educa-
tion; lessened concentration require-
ments (and later choice of field of study);
perhaps a new calendar and January “J
term”; universal international experiences
for students; and more.

In the meantime, Kirby describes an
ambitious program (unexpectedly so,
given financial constraints) of construc-
tion to better student services: gutting
the Hasty Pudding building, beginning
this spring, to create a new 272-seat Col-
lege theater; renovating Loker Commons
to include a big-screen TV and a student
pub; renovating Hemenway Gymnasium
with the Law School; and, to accommo-
date growing interest and faculty hiring
in film studies, building screening rooms,
an animation studio, and video viewing
and editing stations in Sever Hall.

Three highlights emerge from Kirby’s
discussion of faculty expansion. First, he
sets a new goal for the faculty population
of 750 assistant, associate, and full profes-
sors by 2010, compared to 672 as of this
January 1. (His predecessor, Jeremy R.
Knowles, had in 2000 set a course to in-
crease the faculty ranks from about 600
then to 660 by the end of this decade.) Re-
versing recent experience, much of that
expansion is to be in the junior ranks,
Kirby says, putting a premium on non-
tenured searches and on encouraging pro-
motion to tenured positions from
within—so much so that assistant pro-
fessorships may now, for the first time, be
described as “tenure track.”

Second, he spells out areas of apparent
intellectual opportunity. Those for hu-

manities and social sciences conform to
earlier reports (see “Arts and Sciences As-
pirations,” January-February, page 69). In
life sciences, Kirby suggests new FAS
focus on fields such as bioinformatics, bio-
engineering, neuroscience, evolutionary
processes, and systems biology. In physical
sciences, highlighted fields include parti-
cle astrophysics, mathematical physics,
and climate science. Some of those targets
obviously overlap with the new aims of
the faculty’s Division of Engineering and
Applied Sciences, which is also venturing
into computational biology, complex-sys-
tems research, quantum technology, and
an array of subjects involving electrical en-
gineering and research computing.

Finally, Kirby announces the beginning
of a new series of “divisional” appoint-
ments. The divisional academic deans
have been empowered to pursue scholars
whose work spans departments, and to
move forward on attracting new profes-
sors to Harvard in concert with, but not
solely at the behest of, existing depart-
ments. This break with disciplinary tra-
dition may symbolize most clearly Kirby’s
pursuit of what he calls “heroic e≠orts at
connection and coordination.”

In an extended discussion of the thorny
issue of faculty diversity (see “Women
and Tenure,” page 62), Kirby adds this
evocative note on the academic lives FAS
members may face: “[I]n a largely tenured
faculty where the social divide between
senior and junior colleagues can still seem
enormous, and with nontenured col-
leagues scattered across more than 30
departments, being a female or minority
colleague can be an isolating experi-

ence”—an issue to be addressed, he urges,
as the professorial census rises.

FAS’s physical planning embraces com-
pletion of large projects such as the Cen-
ter for Government and International
Studies (CGIS) straddling Cambridge
Street, and the heavy work or initial
stages of others, such as the 137,000-
square foot Laboratory for Interface Sci-
ence and Engineering and the 460,000-
square-foot Northwest Building north of
the University Museum complex. This
structure, scheduled for completion in
2007, will be “entirely interdisciplinary
research space,” Kirby writes, not the
province of any one department; initial
tenants will be the Center for Brain Sci-
ence plus clusters of researchers in bio-
engineering, physics, and particle physics.
In the future, of course, lies expansion
into Allston.

“[We] raised less in external funds
than we had anticipated for building pro-
jects,” Kirby reports, listing the Widener
Library renovation, CGIS, and the science
structures. More real-estate-related debt
financing is surely in the o∞ng. Beyond,
“one can easily imagine that our ambi-
tions for the College, the faculty, and our
physical campus will require fundraising
of a significant order”—the forthcoming
capital campaign.

The case for that e≠ort, he concludes,
emerges from a new spirit of faculty mem-
bers “speaking to each other across disci-
plines, developing plans as, and across, aca-
demic divisions, in tandem with a view of
a new undergraduate curriculum,” and
housed in physical facilities designed to
encourage scholarly interchange.

Seeing Biological
Systems Whole
Marc kirschner, one of the world’s
leading cell biologists, has a new o∞ce. He
apologizes for a mess that hardly exists—a
microscope and some other paraphernalia
are stacked against the far wall of the
room—before slumping into a chair to talk
about the 15-month-old department of sys-
tems biology at Harvard Medical School
(HMS), which he has directed since its
founding in October 2003. But Kirschner,

who is Walter professor of systems biology,
likes finding connections between fields.
He hasn’t been talking about the new de-
partment for long before he launches into a
brief history of molecular biology. 

“At first, molecular biology was a kind
of controversial term,” he muses. “Bio-
chemists did not like it because, they
said, ‘Well, you know, we’re already
doing molecular biology.’ Ultimately, it
became something clearly very di≠erent,
and it was defined not so much by the
subject matter, but by the approach to the
subject matter, by the experimental tools
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