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port from a handful of other faculty
members, barcoding is slowly becoming
the norm in some of the MCZ’s highest-
profile research. Hessell professor of bi-
ology Naomi Pierce, the MCZ’s curator
of Lepidoptera, and Pellegrino Univer-
sity Professor emeritus E. O. Wilson
have started barcoding specimens they
collect in the course of their work. Pro-
fessor of biology Brian D. Farrell is incor-
porating the technique into his work on
the Boston Harbor Islands All Taxa Bio-
tic Inventory, which aims to compile a
record of all invertebrate life on the is-
lands. 

Some hope to get their students in-
volved. “Many high-school students—and
certainly undergrads here at Harvard—
are using the [DNA sequencing] tech-
nique that goes into this barcoding e≠ort,”
reports professor of organismic and evolu-
tionary biology Scott V. Edwards, the
MCZ’s curator in ornithology, who is
helping coordinate a bird-barcoding ini-
tiative. “What will be more exciting, I
think, is…to obtain feathers, eggshells,
droppings of birds from the field and ac-
tually see what species have been there
using the barcoding database.” Indeed,
barcoding should be ideal for ornithology:
birds often have to be tracked by their bi-
ological detritus, which contains genetic
material. The technique might even be
useful for what Edwards calls “forensics.”
“When you get air strikes—when a bird
hits an airplane—you may end up just
with a bag of feathers,” he explains.
“Whodunnit, so to speak? Was it Mr.
Crow or Mr. Laughing Gull?” 

Still, Edwards admits the “actual field
logistics”—tracking down and sequenc-
ing specimens from all corners of the
globe—“could be formidable.” The e≠ort
is already underway, though, and he ex-
pects that all North American birds will
be entered into the database by the time
the first workshop of the MCZ’s Barcod-
ing All Birds project, which he is co-or-
ganizing, occurs in September. The
meeting will o∞cially kick o≠ CBOL’s
campaign to amass genetic barcodes for
all 10,000 known species of birds. “I
think this workshop will be crucial for
establishing legitimacy in ornithology,”
Edwards says. “We’ve been fortunate to
recruit, one, some of the leading ornitho-

logical scientists in the country and,
two, some of the most skeptical ornitho-
logical scientists. And we said, ‘Look,
here’s your chance to define the tenor of
this project.’ ”

Hanken says that even though the
technique probably won’t produce an in-
fallible gold standard for species identifi-

cation, he’s optimistic. “These early ef-
forts of barcoding are as much to validate
the concept as to keep a file,” he explains.
“It remains an open question as to
whether barcoding will work on a global
scale. That being said, the initial results,
as they’re coming in, are very promising.”
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IN ITS REPORT ISSUED IN MAY, the University's Task Force on Women in Science 
and Engineering dramatically highlighted the "leaky pipeline" at work in academic 
science: its data, shown below, demonstrate that plenty of undergraduate women study
the natural sciences at Harvard, and women now outnumber men in Medical School 
and School of Public Health doctoral enrollments. But the tenured professoriate is 
overwhelmingly male. As hiring increases in the sciences, the gender composition shown
here may begin to change, especially if the University succeeds in its announced strategy
of appointing more professors from its junior-faculty ranks, where women are more
equally represented today. But that, in turn, depends in part on whether conditions for
work and research improve for the tenure-track faculty.
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